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Edltar·s Nate
Several of these conversations have been
published by Columbia College previously in
monograph form. The interviews with William
Friedkin, Buck Henry, and Melvin Van Peebles
appear here for the first time. Taken together,
they provide an intimate view of the film industry- a suggestion of the vitality and
ideosyncrasy of creative people who succeed in
it and of the work they do.

Filmmakers in conversation reflects a collective striving for the opportunity to do persona I work that succeeds commercially .
Everyone interviewed sustained a long period
of apprenticeship, and never was the line of success predictable or rational, except in hindsight.
John Cassavetes independently made Faces,
his first feature, after many years as an actor.
Melvin Van Peebles began as a cable car conductor in San Francisco, and made his first feature,
The Story of a Three Day Pass, in France. The
cinematographer, Bill Butler, began in live
television in Chicago. Steve Shagan, a screenwriter, got his first opportunity as a publicist's
assistant. He went on to produce Tarzan for
television, before writing his most important
screenplay, save the Tiger, on speculation.
In essence, Filmmakers in conversation
gathers together a composite of creative menta Iities: screenwriter, director, cinematographer, actor, producer, who express the reality of filmmaking in personal terms-defining
those aspects of industry, of art, and of fantasy
that motivate their work.
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Anthony Loeb:

Mr. Cassavetes, Columbia College is a school of the arts, and there are people
in this room from many disciplines-television,
photography, dance, as well as film . This turnout is really a tribute to the vitality of your
work.

To our audience, in introducing Mr. Cassavetes, I
would like to say that this man is important to
me because he works against the grain of
Hollywood, not only independent of the studio
structure, but also with an individual rhythm, a
unique editing style. He works as Bergman
works, with his own repertory company-his
wife, his children, his mother-in-law. His is a
highly fruitful nepotism. Let's welcome Mr.
John Cassavetes.

John cassavetes: Thank you. I wish I were taller
so I could see everyone. I started a long time
ago. I was an actor first, for about five minutes
and then I was an assistant stage manager. on~
time I was in the back of a theater fooling
around, and Sam Shaw, who produced A
woman Under the Influence, came up to me
and asked, "What are you doing now?" 1 told
him, ~nd he said, "Well, I'll produce a feature picture 1f you write it." It was just like that. So I said
"What cou Id I write about? I've never writte~
anything." And he said, "I know a great writer living in Duxbury, Massachusetts. His name is Edward Mcsorley. If you drive up there and see
him, he'll write it with you. But you've got to put
an outline of all your ideas on paper and write
about what you know." So I started writing and
came back to Sam and he said, "Wonderful! Go
up and see Mcsorley." I said, "I can't. I don't know
where he is." He said, "I'll give you his address. I
already called him and told him you were coming." I was making eighty-five dollars a week
working in a Broadway show as assistant stage
manager, and I borrowed a friend's car. It was a
rumble-seat car, and I drove up in the snow and
rain without enough gas to get there. I had to
borrow money from a cop. Finally, I got to this
rose-covered cottage in the middle of winter
and I thought that was a good sign, that the
roses were blooming in winter. I knocked on the
door and a guy answered the door. He was a
craggy-faced fifty-five-year-old short prune
who looked like a writer is supposed to
look-somebody who's lived a lot, you know.
"Hello," he said. "What do you want?" I said, ''I'm
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John Cassavetes. Sam Shaw told ... you 're expecting me aren 't you? I have this manuscript
here." He said, "I haven't seen Sam in ten years."
Anyway, he invited me in and fed me. His wife
was Italian, and she fed me bean soup and
onions,and it was freezing cold, and it was terrific. We became good friends, and those are
the events surrounding my meeting with Sam
Shaw. Our relationship has continued for the
past, I don't know, twenty years. Sam introduced me to a lot of things I wasn't aware ofart, music, sculpture, painting. And when you
see the films that I make, I know you wonder,
"What has this man learned?"

Question: How do you feel when you look back
at your films? How do they seem to you?

cassavetes: Well, a film recalls the memory of
doing, working with people you like, people with
whom you can come into contact on a real level.
The kind of people I work with .. .we can fight or
scream and yell at each other, and still be
friends. We can really hate each other with all
our hearts and the next day be together
because we're working toward a common end.
If the film isn't any good, well ... 1 just care that
we've done the best we can, you know?
Question: Regarding A woman under the Influence, now that it is playing to audiences, do
you see any weaknesses that you didn't
perceive before?

Cassavetes:

No. I feel that whatever film you
make, it's part of your life at a time in your life.
To go back and look at it and second-guess it
doesn't mean anything, because we did spend
two and a half years working on it, you know?
Obviously, it was the best we could do. There is a
certain desire to making a film, when you really

put it in and put it up and you know no limit and
you're really willing to die for the film you're
making. Now that sounds crazy. If you die for
your country, it's not so good, but in film, if it's
the last thing you ever do, you want your picture to be done. With that attitude, making it
that way, a man moves through life really using
himself, really making something of his life.
There's a guy named Tim Carey. I don't know
whether you've heard of him. He's an actor who
was in Paths of Glory. He played one of the
guys who was executed . He's been in a lot of pictures. Maybe he has an average gross income
of, say, three thousand dollars a year over the
last twenty-five years. He's been making a picture called The Little Old Ladies of Pasadena .
He knocks on doors and he says to these old
women, "I'm making a film called The Little Old
Ladies of Pasadena and you're going to come
out and get on roller skates with me." And he
finds a factory, and he goes over to this factory
owner and he says, "You're in terrible trouble.
I'm the Mafia." And he gets all the roller skates
he needs. He has been working on this film
about eight years now. There's a trade paper
out in California called Variety. And Tim makes
an announcement every week for seven years
that he's just started production. He has no
money but he won't give up. He's had a crew of
seven hundred people over these eight years.
He calls up colleges for help. He convinces people. This man lives for his work. He's what it is all
about.

Question: When

is he going to know when to
stop? When is he going to know when he has
enough footage?

cassavetes: He probably doesn't want to stop,
because when he stops, then he really is going
to stop, you know. When he stops, he'll face the
bills that he has to pay. When he stops, he'll have
to become a father again of seven children.
When he stops, he'll have to pay attention to his
wife. When he stops, he'll have to be a human
being, and to be an artist, really, is to be a freak,
in the greatest sense of the word. You're not interested in a substitute life, which is what it
means to be an artist. Now, not everybody here
is going to be an artist and not everybody here
is interested in art. Some people are interested
in careers and the values that those careers can

get them. But you take some directors, like
Altman, say. I was his next door neighbor. we
were both on the "gimme" when we were working for Screen Gems. We had offices next door
to each other. He got signed there and we both
were desperately broke. We were both dying
because we both wanted to make something
and were very unhappy picking up a lot of
money doing nothing. He had, at that time, a
screenplay he wanted to do, and a staff of people who were really with him. Altman is a good
example of what I mean. He is one of the four
really independent people in our business.

Question: Who else is in that category?
cassavetes:

Martin Scorsese, Elaine May,
Shirley Clark. It's hard to explain what "independence" means-but to those who have it,
film is still a mystery, not a way out. There are
other independents, of course, but they
haven't really hit the limelight yet, so not
enough is at stake. To still do what you want
after ten years, twenty years, is something. I've
known a lot of filmmakers who started out with
enormous talents and lost momentum. I don't
say they're selling out, but somehow, if you
fight the system, you're going to lose to it. That
is basically the point. I don't care whether you're
a painter or an architect-you can't fight the
system. In my mind, if you fight the system, it
only means you want to join it. So it is very important that you do something you like, that
you're involved in enough to hold your interest,
no matter how long it takes. If the film doesn't
involve you, it's what we call "a stepping-stone"
picture, you know, a stepping-stone to art, and
that's all right, too. Take a guy like Polanski who
did pictures in Poland : Knife in the water, and
later, Repulsion. You could see in those works a
pulse that was meaningful and creative and intense. You can't dispute the fact that he's an artist, but yet you have to say that Rosemary's
Baby is not art. It is a dictated design-boom,
boom, boom, boom. People are used within
that design to make a commercial product to
sell to people. I'm not saying that is bad . I was in
it. I'm fine. I'm happy. But it isn't art. I don't
know. I think Dirty Dozen in its way is more artistic, you know, because it's compulsively going
forward, trying to make something out of the
moment without preordaining the way the outcome is going to be.
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Loeb:

How about you? How much design was
there in woman Under the Influence? was
the script in your hand when you started to
shoot? It's very interesting for people to
understand the process. How much improvisation was there?

cassavetes: on A woman under the

In-

fluence, like on anything, you start off with an
idea. It doesn't mean anything to you . It's just an
idea. You can discuss it in your living room . And
then if that idea stays with you for a while, at
least if it does with me, then, I feel I can spend a
long time working on it, no matter what kind of
inconvenience it would cause to my life. I got a
lot of people together, because I knew we
wouldn't have any money to make the picture. I
got people off the streets, and the first people
that came up, they were our crew. I knew that if
they would take the trouble to come up to see
us, they would get involved, and they would
stay. I know a lot of actors, so I started out with
some actors. we had a reading-Elaine May and
I and Peter Falk read the plays that woman was
predicated on, and Peter said he wanted to do
it. And then he called me three days later and
said that Mike Nicholsjust offered him a picture
to do, Day of the Dolphin, starting November
15. "You don't have any money," he said, "and
November is next month." I said, "You can't do
it." He said, "Well, what do I tell Mike? He's the
director. I can't just say I don't want to do the
fish picture. You call him and tell him something. You're the writer, you can make something up." So, in the end, we started with Peter,
we started with Gena, we started with those.
people who had come in. And we had two very
good friends of ours who were secretaries. They
are very important. They write all the stuff
down and do all the work, and we take all the
credit.

Every picture is different. It really depends
strongly upon the people that you're working
with. They must be your peers, people who
could be your friends. Now I'm an older guy, and
I walk in the room and someone says, "Who is
this?" You know, " What's in it for me?" And
that's fine. That's terrific. I've got to work with
that guy, and I've got to know that guy's
capable of hating me and liking me and dealing
with me as a person, and telling me I'm full of
shit if I am, and being able to take over the direction of the picture if he can, you know. If he can
work harder than me or she can work harder
than me, then they should do it. And what is a
director, really? A director is a name. The people
seek after it, they seek to be a director, or seek
to be a cinematographer. If you go on a major
studio picture, you 'll see people who don't protect the picture. They protect themselves. I've
seen guys-and it has nothing to do with their
talent-I've seen crews talk about loyalty. They
say, " If they fire you , honey, then I'm going with
you ." I mean the whole crew is going to revolt if
it doesn't go your way. But when the chips are
down, they all say good-bye. I've never seen
anyone go with anybody fired on a major picture. But when you're working for nothing,
when you're working with friends, it doesn't
happen that way. You have to have your own
values. You have to want to make your own picture. You have to have your own image of making a picture. Otherwise, you're no help to
anyone or to yourself. So I'm saying that an
education in art has to come from working with
other people who are connected in a sense with
something they want to do and want to be.

Loeb:

I have one specific question about the
editing in woman . There's a six-month interlude in the film . When did you decide to put
it in? Was that a discovery in the editing room?
John, it troubled me.

cassavetes:

Oh, yeah. Elaine May didn't like
that, either. She begged me to take that out. I
like it because I wanted to know how long Mabel
was away.

Question: I wanted to see Peter Falk locked up,
too.

cassavetes: What do you mean you wanted to
see him locked up?
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Question:

Well, he seemed really evil in the
movie. It was easy to understand the title, A
woman Under the Influence, because
everything that she did was an attempt to
please him, but he was being destructive to her.
In fact, he seemed nuttier than she.

cassavetes: I don't think she was nutty.
Question:

I don't think she was, either. That's
what I'm trying to say. I think he was.

cassavetes: But we all are. Now, I say that and I
mean it, really. We're never nutty on film . That's
the trouble with this world. On the screen
everyone is perfect. They're a perfect heavy,
they're a perfect good guy. That's boring .

Question:

Recently I saw some out-takes of
Star-Trek. Spock, or the perfect whoever, flubs
and stutters or drops something that he's not
supposed to. And it was nice to see this
"perfect" person, this creation of a human being, make a mistake. Could you comment on
that since you mentioned that you don't like
rigidity?

cassavetes:

The time limits are terrible on
television productions. They want to give you
the best product in the world, one that is
technically right. If something doesn't match,
there's a script coordinator to correct it. It's
usually a girl and she usually says, "He didn't say
the man, he said the man." And so they go back
again, do it perfectly, and then they cut it that
way. It's unfortunate.

Question: In the morning-after scene, the guy
Mabel picked up goes into the kitchen and has a
cup of coffee, and then you see her husband
pull up. What happened?

Loeb: It seemed like he just disappeared. You ex-

pect a confrontation. You expect High Noon.
And also, how did tne mother find out that
Mabel had a man over?

cassavetes: A lot of people ask the same ques-

tion . The Falk character told the mother. And
how did he know? Listen, you have to assume
that everybody has lived. Men and women both
have an understanding of these things. If a man
walks into his house and sees his wife sitting like
that, in a mood, and he has lived with her for a

number of years, he knows that something is
wrong . I'm not interested in pursuing that
dramatically. I'm interested in the involvement
between the mother and the son . And the
mother does control that son, a grown man.
He's forty-six years old, and she comes into that
house and she runs that house. And she asks
Nick to commit this woman, and he only commits her because she wants to. And she really
feels that what Nick told her about Mabel is the
truth. And then she adds her own truth to it and
feels that the son can no longer live with this
woman.

Question:

Did you film a confrontation between Falk and the pick-up?

cassavetes: No, never. Nor did I film a scene in
which he told the mother about it. You know,
when you're making a film, you deal with it,
somehow, in a subjective view. I would rather
not deal in terms of conventional expectations
of what actually happened. It didn't seem very
emotionally important to me that Peter would
tell his mother and we would see it.

Question: But what happened to the guy in the
house? What actually happened to him?

cassavetes: It wasn't a continuity cut. It's hard
to tell jump cuts with me sometimes. It was a
time change. But it comes at a point, probably,
where you really want to know how the guy got
out of the house. For that reason, you might object to what I did. Anyway, you know what happens within a minute or two. Why should you
know right away? You find out that the husband
didn't see him .

Question: What was the main thing about the
film that interested you, the main idea?

cassavetes: The woman

did-the problem of
being alone after having been promised love-a
good woman fulfilling her end of the promise
and not getting any reward for it. I think the
way our world is structured, there is no room
for women to have an education, an emotional
education . I'm not saying that I would know how
to give a woman an emotional education. But it
is true that women do have problems being
housewives, being married. And that is what interested me and everyone else who worked on
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the film . It was an exploratio n of the problems
of women without really knowing what the
answers are. We tried to pose as many questions as we could about love and its consequences.

Loeb: There is a scene of her waiting at the bus
that is extraordin ary. What a beautiful and
devastating moment as she waits for her kids
and you realize they're all that she has.

Question: There is another scene at the door,
when everyone first comes over in the morning
for spaghetti . I was wondering, "How did you
get that out of Gena and the rest of the group?
Was that ad-lib or was it scripted?"

cassavetes: That was a carefully rehearsed
scene which came out of a lot of pre-rehearsing,
pre-talking the picture. It's mainly Gena and
those actors that were able to do that. It's hard
to say why it works so well.
Question: There is a scene with the children,
when they are struggling with their father the
night they decide to commit Mabel. I got the
feeling that for some people,. that might have
been very painful to watch because it was so involved and might reflect their own personal experience. Did you deliberately extend the sequence so that people would feel the pain more
intensely?
cassavetes: I think so. We did deliberately prolong it. I think the main reason that sequence
was so full was because I felt very much like
Tony said before. You can't go without a-shootout. It's a very difficult thing for someone to
double-cross somebody. Unless you actually see
them do that, unless you actually see the continuity of that, the actual idea that he would do
this and carry it through could have been
weakened. And I didn't particularly like the
scene upstairs. But I felt it was necessary for
Nick to go upstairs and make up his mind that
he would actually do this in the face of the
children, in the face of his wife. It was very important that he actually decide to commit this
woman so that it would become a memory for
him. It's the hardest thing in the world to put
someone that you love in an institution . There is
a lot of pain involved.
6

Question: When you and Peter were discussing
Nick's character, did you use Husbands as a
take-off? Did that provide a point of reference?

cassavetes: No.
Question: You saw them as two totally separate characters?
cassavetes:

Yes. You have to understand
something. I would write it down, and then I'd
stay away from it so that the actor's intentions
or additions could come clear. I allow the man,
the actor, the actress, to be in touch with
themselves and to draw on it. If the script is
right, I don't think that they need any direction
at all except their own .

Question: Were you aware of pacing at all when
dealing with Peter? It seemed like almost every
scene he was in would reach a fever pitch of intensity. Were you letting him reach his own
peaks? How much were you controlling him in
the film?

cassavetes: I wasn't controlling him in the
sense you mean. I certainly would have cau-

tioned him if I felt he was wrong and if I felt he
would be disliked. I feel that Peter is a magical
kind of an actor in that he can take a person who
is human and add to his humanity. Gena's
character is really without pettiness
throughout the whole picture, and until the
very last scene in the movie, she really is under
the influence offamily and Nick. She's under the
influence of her mother-in-law. She's under the
influence of the love for her mother who
doesn't Ii ke her, but loves her, if you know what I
mean. She's under the influence of a father
who's disowned her because she's now married
and so he's "given" her to the son-in-law. And I
forgot what the question was.

Question: I feel that Nick's character was onedimensional, and he responded in a visceral
manner to every stimulus you presented him.
He seemed to react that way in every scene.

cassavetes: one of the things we had worked
out in the beginning of the movie was that
these characters could not be petty because
you would lose the whole intention of what the
film was about. Most of the arguments between men and women are based upon somebody's inability to express what they really
mean. At least that is the way I feel. And that is
the way the members of the cast felt, that
when a man and woman get together, they
fight about the television-turn it on, turn it
low, turn it up-drinking, etc. All the things that
really count are very rarely expressed, no matter how long a marriage goes on, no matter how
long the love goes on. Mabel's problem was that
she had no self. Her problem was that she was
doing everything to please someone other than
herself. When Nick wanted her to go to bed with
him, she'd go to bed. When he wanted her to be
embarrassed, she'd be embarrassed. If he
wanted her to apologize, she'd apologize. He
wanted her to be nice to guys coming in at 8:00
in the morning-ten guys for spaghetti-well,
O.K. That is a man's dream for a woman to get
up and say, "Yeah, let's cook it and have a good
time." That is a man's dream, not a woman's
dream, you know. But he couldn't control that
friendship. He couldn't control the feelings of
warmth and niceness that he instilled in her. I
mean, here is a construction worker, a guy who
goes out and works with his hands. He is a very
formal guy. He believes in family and home. His

mother really has a great influence over him.
Relatives have a great influence over him. He is
a conservative, and all of a sudden he marries a
girl. He takes the one little act of danger in his
life. She is a little kooky. She is a little crazy. She
loves him intensely. It is a little embarrassing to
him. It is very embarrassing to him to display
emotion. He doesn't want to display that emotion to the world. He doesn't want to have that
closeness and that rapport with people. He
wants distance in his public life, and the only
thing that can throw him off is this woman. And
while he feels this thing in her to be
unusual-crazy in bed, divinely kooky, whatever-he can't handle the results. He is living
two different lives and he loves them both. And
he has got it made. She is living one life. She
waits for this man to come home. His life is falling apart through a series of embarrassments,
the pull of family, the pull of friends. How is he
going to look in front of his friends when this
woman carries on? At a certain point in the picture he falls out of love with her and that is why
he has her committed.

Question: That was hard to take.
cassavetes: Yeah. The point is that I don't believe any man can be told when he makes a jerk
of himself, you know? Now that seems like a little thing. It is not shooting someone in the head
or anything, but it can cause a hell of a lot of
pain. That is the one moment of pettiness in the
picture because he was really petty-dog, deepdown petty, you know-in the spaghetti scene.
He was embarrassed. He couldn't come off it. He
couldn't come down.
Now as an actor, Peter became very passive
when we did the scene with the doctor. Those
were peculiar choices that he made. When the
doctor came in, he had the freedom to throw
him out. But he chose to let him in. Peter also
had the freedom not to stand by and let his wife
go crazy, but he chose to let her go crazy. And
when he came upon her and tried to stop her, it
was too late and he knew it was too late and
why did he wait that long? Now in talking with
Peter afterwards, Peter said, "She was doing
great. I didn't want to stop her." That was a lie.
Peter is a tremendously internal man, and I
think he wanted her to be committed. I think he
wanted her to go away. I don't think he recognized her worth because to him, at that mo7

ment, she was worthless. She wasn't behaving
like he would behave, so he didn't want her
anymore. That is what I saw. Now within the
values of his being too loud, too boisterous,
whatever, these actions were by a man who was
not used to functioning outside himself, outside the boundaries, without his control. When
he went out to the work area the day after she
was committed, I really felt he was shocked that
anyone would give a shit that Mabel went to an
institution. Who was she that anyone would
care? Why would anyone like her? Who was she?
She was a product of his imagination. She
wasn't a person. She was a person who did exactly what he said. She was a kook. She was
known as a nut. So he didn't like to be discovered. He didn't like it when the guys said
something because he felt enormously guilty
for it.
Now it is very complicated to structure that.
The emotions are complicated. It is hard to explain because they are hard messages to get
over to anybody. so you have to allow the actor
total freedom, not a little freedom. Don't say,
"Improvise your emotions," and then stop and
say, "Wait a minute, buddy, if you could do this
it would be good, and by the way, go back to
what you were doing before." It won't work. So
what you do is you let that actor run with it. He
grows with the part. He is making a fool of
himself and he is making a jerk of himself and he
is becoming more transparent. So by the time
you get him to the beach-the beach scene, I
think, is wonderful and Peter is wor,derful
because he absolutely has no idea what he is doing there-I had the camera there and they
just started walking. I never went near them,
and they are walking and Peter has some lines
and he says the lines and then they don't know
what to do. Now I could tell them, but that
would kill it. What difference does it make what
he does? He has to do it. I can't do it. The camera
can move. It can follow, you know. So where
they play that scene and what they do has to be
in their own timing. And when Peter gets there
at the beach and he pushes the little girl down,
there was a wonderful moment. I see him trying
to communicate with his children. I see him trying to touch. I see him not caring. I see so many
things that developed that wouldn't have if you
formalized a view of the character through
your own mind and didn't allow room for inter8

pretation. I wrote it, and as soon as I wrote it, I
killed the writer. There is no writer because the
writer can only make you feel insecure. I have
been in a lot of movies, and as soon as the writer
would come on the set, everyone died, because
the writer knows exactly how everyone should
be played, exactly what the intentions are. But
writing is one medium and film is another
medium.

Question: How do you separate yourself?
cassavetes: You do one thing at a time. After
we finish with the film, we distribute it. But we
don't distribute the film while we're making the
film, you know.

Loeb: Well, what about your overall intention,
the overall strategy. It has to stay controlled.
You have a tragedy. It's a high-powered thing.

cassavetes: Why is it a tragedy?
Loeb: Well, I felt that Falk never reached a moment of understanding, a perception of what
was wrong in that house. When I walked out of
the theater I had the distinct impression: "It's
going to happen again." That saddened the hell
out of me. "She tried to cut her wrists tonight
and next week she'll do it again because no one
understood." Without insight, the triangle will
continue.

cassavetes: All right. That's the point of the
whole picture. Now we're down to the difference, maybe, between the way it should be
and the way it is. That's the point of the picture.
That's what we tried to do. There's the outside world and there is the inside world. The
inside world is your home, your family, the
things that create emotions within you. The
outside world is you: where you are going and
how you move and where you fly, you know?
And they are two worlds. I really believe-afte r
making the picture, not before-that the inside
world really holds you, really contains you, can
cause you pain that you didn't show outside,
and that is why no one ever talks about it.
I think Nick changed . I think he has perception. I
think he has insight. The simple act of throwing
his mother and father and everybody out at
that end-it may not be a big thing for a less

structured person, but it was a very big thing
for him to clear everybody out and mean it. I
think he came to the realization that he was
alone with that woman. He was the only one
who could save that woman or kill that woman
or have anything to do with that woman, and
that it was a one-to-one relationship . People
prefer distance, and in movies today there is a
reluctance to show really deep feelings. They
don't like vulnerability. No one is willing to be
laughed at. Nobody wants to be laughed at.
Let's laugh. I spilled stuff on my tie tonight. Why
should you guys not laugh at me, because I look
like a dope. Why should I take offense at that?
The only reason I would was if I don't like you and
you don't like me. Now that's a crazy assumption to make-that no one likes anybody, and
we sometimes live under that assumption.

Question:

When you script your films, how
specific are you? How do your anticipate the improvisation?

cassavetes:

Do you say, " I know these people so well , I can
tell you everything they're going to do."?

Cassavetes:

No, I deal with the characters as
any writer would deal with a character. There
are certain characters that you like, that you
have feeling for, and other characters stand
still . So you work until you have all the people in
some kind of a motion, you know?

Question:

How do you deal with the time lag
between the idea and the time it takes to pull it
off? Is the wait frustrating for you?

cassavetes: You

do get tired, frustrated . You
hate the project but you want to go on .
Something drives you , and that's usually t he
other people involved. Their determination
adds to yours. When they drift off, you come on
again. It goes back and forth.

Question:

Did you have trouble raising the
this?
for
funds

The idea is that they, the
characters, can do whatever they want to
within the confines of the script.

the money.

Question: Well, what is the script, then?

Loeb:

cassavetes: A script is a series of words strung
together. They kind of spell out the story in a
mysterious way.

Question: What is the process like for you when
you're doing the script? Is it like acting for you?

cassavetes: I got Gena and Peter to put up all
How have your films done financ ially?
How did Husbands do at the box office?

cassavetes: Husbands

grossed s1,400,000.
for it. I don't think
$3,500,000
us
Columbia paid
they ever liked the film. After they first bought
it, we all took it to the San Francisco Film
Festival. The day we got the check, we went up
there and everything was supposed to be terrific. But after the film came on, everyone
yelled, " Fascist!" They were booing and they
were going crazy. Here is this whole row of
Columbia executives and their wives, and the
wives turn to the executives and say, "What is
wrong, why are they booing?" The audience got
worse. They got hostile-eighteen hundred people really booing. The terrible part is that you
have to get up after the film ends. There are
chairs there, the microphone is there, and people yell, "Fascist!" I had a suit on. I felt like ripping
it off. You don't know what to say, so you say,
"How did you like the film?" Absolute silence. Finally, one guy said, "If you guys were making a
satire about the middle class and how piggish
they are, that is one thing. But if those guys depicted on the screen are really like you, that's
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another." And I said, "It's us ... it's us," and Peter
said, "That's right...that's right." Well, we
thought we were going to be killed. It was getting terrific. The only friends we had were Gena
and Seymour, who were in the audience, in the
back. Anytime anybody said something, Gena
would shout, "Sit down!" A guy would get up
and yell, and Seymour would say "Bullshit."
Anyway, you don't always win with a film. But I
still like it, and I will always remember the experience of that film and how much enjoyment
I had in working with Peter Falk and Ben
Gazzara.

Question: I don't understand why you say this
film is a failure .

cassavetes: To the studio, at least. A financial
failure.

Loeb: I thought it was an extraordinary picture.
The fantasy of men, their essential childishness,
is captured so well.
Cassavetes:

Well, we did wonderfully well in
New York. For some reason, New Yorkers liked
the picture.

Question: Maybe it was a success after all-to
move that many people, even to anger, is
something. People often don't want to see
truth. It is too painful. It's hard to tolerate.

cassavetes: I'm not sure about that. 1 think
when the picture came out it was boring to
many people.
Question: What is your favorite film?
cassavetes: Shadows.
Loeb:

That was your first film. Can you talk
about it a moment before we close?

cassavetes: Shadows was finished in 1960: It
took three years, or so. We were so dumb when
we made that picture. I was the director, so I
said, "Print," and everyone said, "Print," and no
one kept a record. We did everything wrong,
technically. The only thing we did right was to
get a group of people together who were
young, full of life, and wanting to do something
of meaning. I saw it recently, for the first time in
10

a long time. I saw all those people on the screen,
you know-young and beautiful and just full of
life and everything, and it made me emotional,
especially seeing Rupert Crosse up there,
because suddenly he was so alive and it wasterrific. He died recently of cancer. He was supposed to be in The Last Detail and he died. I got
up recently to talk about the film at the
American Film Institute. We saw it together and
I cried at the end . I saw Rupert and itjust hit me. I
stood up before everyone and had trouble talking. I don't know. Anyway, thank you everybody
for coming here.

Feature credits
Director and Screenwriter:
Shadows (improvisational cinema drama) 1961
Too Late Blues .................... 1962
(produced by Mr. Cassavetes and co-written
with Richard Carr)

Faces ........................... 1968
Husbands ....................... . 1970
Minnie and Moscowitz ............. 1971
A woman Underthe Influence . ...... 1974
The KIiiing of a Chinese Bookie ....... 1976
Opening Night . ................... 1979
Olorla ........................... 1980

Director:
A Child Is Waiting .................. 1963

Actor:
Taxi . ............................ 1954
TheNlghtHoldsTerror . .. .. .. ... ... 1955
Crlmelnthestreets ............... 1956
A Man ls Ten Feet Tall /EdgeoftheCltv 1957
Affair In Havana ................... 1958
SaddletheWlnd ...... ... ......... 1958
Virgin Island . ..................... 1958
The Webster Boy .................. 1961
The KIiiers ........................ 1964
The Dirty Dozen . .................. 1967
Rosemarv·s Baby .................. 1968
Minnie and Moskowitz . ............ 1971
Capone ......................... . 1975
The KIiiing of a Chinese Bookie . ...... 1976
Two Minute warning .............. 1976
Mikey and Nicky . .................. 1976
opening Night . .... ............... 1978
Brass Target . ..................... 1978
TheFurv ........................ . 1978
These credits reflect the best information readily available to
date.
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Anthony Loeb: I'm delighted to be able to introduce you to Joan Tewkesbury. She is a
screenwriter who has made her way in a difficult town . Joan wrote Nashville and Thieves
Like us with Robert Altman, who we all wonder
about, and I think she's a delightful human being. Let's welcome her.

Joan Tewkesbury: This is very comfortable. It's
like being with friends. It feels very nice here. Do
you have any questions?

Loeb: Why don't you tell us about your
background . How did you come to write for
films?

Tewkesbury: O.K. I started off at three as a
Maglin Kiddie. They taught tap dancing and
ballet dancing and acrobatics and personality.
You'd go upstairs, and all these little eight by
ten glossy pictures would be there, of all these
little kids' faces looking down at you, waiting to
be famous. I was born in 1936, when Shirley
Temple was really hot stuff, and I lived with my
parents in Southern California. My mother
decided I should be Shirley Temple or Joan
Crawford, and the best way to do this was to
take me to the Maglin Dancing School. I eventually extended my career into classical ballet
and studied with Eugene Loring at the
American School of Dance. When I was ten, I was
in a movie with Margaret O'Brien called The unfinished Dance. There were thirty-five girls in
that movie. The interesting thing is that Danny
Thomas made his film debut in The Unfinished
Dance, and so did Cyd Charisse. After that I
took dancing lessons every day of my whole life.
And I hated it because I really wanted to be a
normal person, whatever that means. I went to
high school and was a song leader and did all
that cheery stuff, you know. I had terrible
grades, but I was very active in dance,
choreographing everything I could possibly
choreograph. When I left high school, Jerome
Robbins came to the West Coast to cast Peter
Pan . I ended up being about the same height
·and weight as Mary Martin, and they needed
someone to do the flying, you know, testing the
apparatus. So I was selected. I was also an ostrich
in that production. We went to San Francisco
and we went to Los Angeles and then we went
to New York. I had never been out of the state
of California in my life. Robbins was a very in14

teresting experience. He had a keen sense of
humor and a keen sense of design. Everything,
but everything, including your eyeballs, was
choreographed. We were to stand-there was
an apex of eight of us-and we all stood with
baggy knees in time to the music. Then we
would lean so many counts to the right, and the
eyes had to go to the right, too, so many counts.
Then they came back center and held, and then
they went to the left and held. Well, one girl was
fired because she had contact lenses. Every
time her eyeballs went to the right, the contacts fell out. I make this point because I grew up
in the school of absolutes, where everything
was set to scale. There were marks to hit and
things to do, and everything was highly structured in my world of dance until the time I was
eighteen years old. And I said, " You've got to be
able to have more fun than this. Perhaps, if you
are the choreographer, you can have more fun .
You can tell them what to do." So I went back to
college. It took a long time because I had to
make up all those grades. I eventual ly went to
the University of Southern California. They
didn't have much of a facility. If you wanted it,
you built it. You begged it. Or you stole it. You
did anything you had to do. It was terrific. I was
choreographing, and then I started to adapt a
lot of novels. We had all done those same oneact plays so many times, you know, so we looked
for material in books. This was in 1960, and I was
doing very well. I was on a theater arts scholarship, but inside I still felt like a failure unless I got
married. In those times you didn't fulfill
yourself as a human being unless you did that.
Your mother told you that, and everything. So I
finally got married. At that time I was teaching
at the American School of Dance and I was

teaching at Immaculate Heart College and any
other school where they would let me teach. I
had a lot of units, but no degree. Then USC
started a very interesting program in the summers with John Blankenship. We did sixteen
shows in repertory in four weeks. You did four
shows a day, and when you weren't doing the
four shows, you were learning your lines for the
next week. So it was, you know, rather intense
work. I did that three summers in a row. I have
two children. I took them with me. By the end of
the third summer, I started doing more directing in Los Angeles. It seemed that if the play
took place in the parking lot or the alley, I took
you to the parking lot or the alley. It became a
little cumbersome to do that-to move a large
audience to a location that way-so I decided
that perhaps film was the answer. No, I have
missed a step. I saw West Side Story
somewhere along the way. I don't know if you
saw Chita Rivera and Larry Kert and those people do West Side Story, but there was
something about that, when you saw it, you
said, "My God! I want to get on the stage and be
with them." It was a total kind of energy exchange that was the most exciting thing I had
ever seen in my whole life. Well, I figured that
that's what movies were supposed to be about.
Later, when M*A *S*H was released, I went to
the movie and said, "My God, it's the same
thing!" I had a sense of participating with all
those folks in that campground, you know,
wherever it was-in the middle of the Malibu
mountains. And I said, "O.K., Jesus, I don't know
how to do this, but if I'm going to work for
somebody, that's who I want to work with." I
directed two of Altman's actors in a one-act
thing and he came to see it and I figured that
was entree enough. So I called the secretary and
said, "Hi!" and made an appointment and went
in and said, "I don't know exactly what I can do
here. I have danced, acted. I've sold coffee on
commercials. I want to work in film." And he said,
"O.K. Just remember that I'll use you . If you're
going to get anything out of this, you have to
learn to use back." That spring he did Brewster
Mccloud and I did a thing at the Pasadena Art
Museum that I filmed. It was my first exercise
with film. It was fairly humorous. By that time
Altman came back. He was going up to Vancouver to do McCabe and Mrs. Miller, doing
everything non-union, because he's always making movies for twenty-eight cents, you know,

because nobody wants to give him any money.
So Bob said, "Can you come to Vancouver?" I
said, "Yeah." He said, "Have you ever held
script?" I said, "Huh?" He said, "I think you could
do it. You're quiet." I called up someone and
said, "What does 'hold script' mean?" They told
me it involved keeping a log of the shots for
continuity, and I said, "I cannot do that job. I
don't know enough ." I called back in the morning and said I would go because, you know, you
do it or you don't do it. You learn. I went up and I
learned on the job. McCabe had a lot to do with
Leon Ericksen's set. That set was bu iIt as we went
along. Most of Bob's films are shot in continuity
unless there's just no way to do it. With McCabe
there was no story-line per se. There was
Mccabe, warren Beatty, and the re was Mrs.Mi 11 er,
Julie Christie. But the support, or the spine of
the film, became the town. The story developed
slowly, with the town, as it was built, a little bit
at a time. There were mysteries every day. We
lost things; we gained things. The Indians came
in and the Indians left. And you began to realize,
"So what if the Indians came in and the Indians
left. Nothing is that important." I began to
realize that all the hierarchy I had seen in the
dance world, especially in ballet, where you really work on kind of a star system, did not apply so
much in this construct because there was
always room for a new idea contributed by just
about anybody that had it. By the end of the
film I had learned a lot by listening. It was
exciting to watch Vilmos Zsigmond, the
cameraman, and I really have great respect for
Warren Beatty. He literally took Bonnie and
Clyde under his arm and had the movie
redistributed. He had the courage of his convictions. He thinks Altman makes movies too fast.
Altman thinks he makes movies too slow. But
whatever Warren decides to do, he does in a
great, thorough kind of way. After McCabe Bob
went off to do Images, which I think is one of his
most complete films. I went back and said, "I'll
write a screenplay. I'll get someone to do it for
me, but I'll tell them the story." I sat down with
this woman and told her the story of the breakup of my marriage, because that was the thing
that I was most involved in at the time. I figured
that it would be interesting if we could do it
with humor, in sort of an impartial way. Well,
she turned in this script that had nothing to do
with my process at all. I said, "Oh, you have to do
it yourself." I proceeded to do it myself, and
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that's when I began to write. The scenes came
out in strange ways. There was no beginning or
middle. If I felt strongly about an event that had
taken place in my life, I simply wrote about that
event. It seemed to me that there was a lot of
unnecessary dialogue in movies, so the thing
that I did from the beginning was to be very
careful with visual things. Dialogue is kept to a
minimum in my scripts,. and people always
worry about what the characters are going to
say. The dialogue is suggested, of course. But if I
say to you that you have on a plum sweater, and
if you were left to your own words, you woutd
probably say, ''I've got on purple today."
Wouldn't that be more comfortable for you? I
try and leave room for the actor. He or she will
bring a special texture to the part. I'm very affected by what I learned about casting when I
worked with college students. Usually they
were O.K. if they looked right. If you approached
them, they would usually do it for you, and they
would be kind of terrific because they brought a
freshness to it. What I discovered about Altman
was that he felt similarly. I don't mean to oversimplify, but he is very open to the way he casts
his films. In Nashville we needed a couple of
doctors. We did not hire actors to be doctors or
nurses or plumbers. Often it's best if you find a
person who knows his own action. Then you
don't have to ask an actor to work through an
activity he is unfamiliar with, one which may intrude on his response to the situation. There
are exceptions. Lily Tomlin is an exception, and
so is Scott Glenn, who played the soldier in

Nashville.
Loeb: How did you come to write the script of
Nashville?
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Tewkesbury: I showed Altman my first
screenplay, which was called After, Ever After. I
wanted to direct it. I wanted Geraldine Chaplin
to be in it, and he said, "Oh, really? Do you mind
not starting at the top? United Artists would
like to do something about Nashville. They've
got this script." I said, "I don't want to rewrite
anybody else's material." I don't know why I said
that, but ljust was really snotty about it. Before
we could get going on that idea, Thieves Like
us came up. Bob had wanted to do that for a
long time, and he said, "Do you want to adapt
that?" I said, "Sure." So we went off to Mississippi to make that movie. By the time the airplane
landed and we got to the motel in Mississippi,
they said, "The deal's off. We're not making the
movie." Bob said, "What do you mean, the deal's
off? We're all here." We went ahead and made
the movie. I mean, that's how touch-and-go that
movie was. You notice how it was released. That
touch-and-go. The movie was out for twentyeight minutes and gone. Nashville was begun
during our stay in Mississippi. I went down to
Nashville after we were three weeks into the
shooting of Thieves. I stayed there for five or
six days by myself. I'd been there before, but on
this trip I met a man who would tell me where I
could observe the recording sessions. I saw
Loretta Lynn perform with Conway Twitty, and
it was one of the most exciting things I've ever
seen in my life. It absolutely changed my whole
perspective about what I thought that situation was going to be. Loretta Lynn is dynamite,
you know, and she is so small and she gives a
great deal when she works. On that trip I came
across a piece of information that was very important. Loretta Lynn spends a lot of time in the
hospital. I asked, "Why?" and they said, "She
works too hard." That was a clue. I had worked
with Mary Martin, and I remembered seeing
the same kind of thing. So much goes out to the
audience. It's physical. Mary would literally
go home at night and stay in bed until 5:00
the next afternoon before going back to the
theater. That became her whole frame of
reference. And it became Ranee's frame of
reference, too. In the first casting of Barbara
Jean, when we had Susan Anspach, we would
have had a very different Barbara Jean than
you all saw, because Anspach, as an actress,
tends to back off or "glaze" when she gets in
over her head. So fainting or collapsing seemed
for her a logical way to get out of a situation

that was uncomfortable. But Ranee Blakley,
who finally played the part, is the opposite.
When you put Ranee under pressure, she'll talk,
she'll sing, she'll play the piano. The activity is
immense. For Ranee to faint is not logical. So
she contributed an idea that involved her addressing the audience at the end of the film, at
the point of her breakdown. There were a lot of
surprises in Nashville like that. The film, for me,
became an event of simultaneity. Nashville, the
city, is very small. I could leave my hotel in.the
morning, and see somebody at lunch, at dinner,
maybe three times in a day. And I'd start thinking, "Gee, I wonder what he or she does." And
that is what really a lot of the context of
Nashville came from-from seeing some of
those people day after day, in a very kind of
casual way. Also, each one of those characters
was one part of me. so if you take twenty-four
on a spectrum, they each connect to form one
whole. You, the audience, are the only one that
has all the information. You're the twenty-fifth
character. You have a dialogue with the screen .
You can hate the movie; you can love the movie.
It simply doesn't matter, because whatever you
feel about the film is right. And that is fundamental to the film. I didn't realize it until
later, because what I did to begin was simply say
to myself, "O.K., I'm going to take you on my trip
to Nashville, Friday, Saturday, Sunday, Monday,
Tuesday." I listed the characters, and my
typewriter became like a loom weaving colors .
You had to see each color each day. The first
script I turned in had sixteen characters. The only requirement Altman had given me was that
someone had to die at the end, and I said,
"Again?" No, I didn't say that. So, Sueleen Gay
was the one that died at the end in the first
movie, in my movie. Then the next thing that
happened was I turned the script in to Altman,
and Watergate broke. And Bob has very strong
feelings about things, lots of things. One of the
great things about Altman is that if he feels
strongly about it, he'll do it strongly. And he will
do it strongly, no matter what. I have to respect
that, you know? But I have to tell you that the
second draft was a real hodgepodge, because it
was real tough to integrate Watergate and
Nashville. And then I started watching television and I became more involved that I've ever
been involved in-if you 'll pardon me-what
the fuck is going on, you know? So, as I began to
absorb that, I took another trip back to

Nashville. I wrote Haven Hamilton based on Tex
Ritter. Bobby Duvall couldn't be in the movie, so
we cast Henry Gibson. It became Henry Gibson's
Haven Hamilton, and that's the way it went.
Every time I'd go back, I'd see a little more and
the less naive it became. I want to tell you the
Grand Ole Opry was terrific. Before Stringbean
was killed, it used to be a place where you could
walk in, sit down, and eat birthday cake with the
performers. They didn't care. It was a very
freewheeling kind of place. And it was terrific to
watch those folks get up and sing, all duded up.
They're terrific and their music structure is
complex. All my preconceived notions about
country-western music went out the window,
which was very nice. So we kept enriching it, and
by the time the third draft was ready, it was
about a hundred sixty-five pages long, and
Altman said, " It's too long." I said, "Look, tell
them if you take it all apart-there's not that
much dialogue. It will compress in the filming."
It really was a behavior schedule. That is what it
was. It was a full description of everything that
was going on. It told you how it smelled, what it
looked like-what was going on. Those constructs were very important. In writing
Nashville, I went back to McCabe and Mrs.
Miller. As I said before, the most important influence in that picture was the location. A
similar emphasis emerged for Nashville, in that
the places I chose to take Altman on his journey
to Nashville were the places I saw in the film . It's
as if I would come to Chicago and do a film about
Chicago. There are some architectural things
here that are absolutely spectacular. There is
nothing like it in any other place in the world.
You have to find out what is special about a

17

place. After the third draft we did a shooting
script, which means that everything is extracted except essential dialogue and essential
action. The shooting script went down to
maybe a hundred pages, and then we all went to
Nashville. We took the actors on a bus tour. We
took the crew on a bus tour. We said, "You will
be here, you will be there." And then we went to
work. on location, I would talk to the actors all
the time. They were encouraged to contribute.
Barbara Baxley brought me reams of material
and I would edit it. Ranee wrote a lot of material.
Scott Glenn, who played the soldier, was a
paratrooper at one time. He went and hung out,
stayed on the base with those folks. His wife
couldn't stand to be around him when he came
out because he had become Glenn Kelly, the
soldier. we found deaf children, and Lily spent
enormous amounts of time with them and
their families. Each actor worked differently.
Some actors have different processes. Allen
Garfield uses an Actor's Studio process, so he
spends time doing everything but acting until
he is on the set, and then he is so there that he is
really lovely. He's a fine, fine actor, and he gave a
lot of energy to Ranee. This was the first thing
she'd ever done, and I knew he was a good actor
when I watched him support her. In the hospital
scene they have a fight after she collapses at
the airport. That was a pivotal scene for them,
and there was a particular exchange of energy
that was so lovely to watch.
I had asked all the actors to write fictional
biographies if they wanted to. Some of them
did. Some of them didn't. Mostly what we did
was a lot of talking. Keith Carradine hated his
character. He though he hated being it. He said,
''I'm not that kind of person." I said, "Terrific!"
And it was wonderful because it added to his
performance. The only time Keith showed any
comfort to me in the film was when he sat down
and sang, 'I'm Easy,' and for the first time you
say, "My God, he's vulnerable," not only because
of the content of the song, but also because he
was relaxed for the first time. The film
developed in that way. Geraldine Chaplin grew
up with a trained bear in Switzerland. What can I
say? I mean her frame of reference is very different than any of ours. So for me to write her
dialogue would have been utterly ridiculous.
The one line that never got in the movie that I
do wish had was when she wanted to say to
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Barbara Baxley after the Kennedy speech, "What
about Cuba?" in that tone of hers. But we ran
out of film. I put it in the book version, though,
because I thought it was too good to let go.
The contributions that the actors made were
spectacular. Michael Murphy studied, literally
studied, some of those politicians for the
character of John Triplette-that kind of work
that is not required, you know, of anyone. Actors on an Altman set have freedom because he
says, "Do what you want." Now, some writers
have said, "My God, isn't that awful?" I suppose
it is if you come from a background where
you've learned that things have to be adhered
to, in terms of a structural script. But I felt that
every input just made it bigger. That movie got
thicker and thicker and thicker, until about a
week before we ended, Altman said, "We will do
two movies. We will do Nashville Red and
Nashville Blue," and I went, "Oh, shit!" That was
the first time that I really got a little worried
because it had been very carefully developed to
be loose, but to a point within the spatial constructs. It was too thin to have two movies
made out of it. We hadn't done The Three
Musketeers, which involved a preconception
of two separate films at the outset. Of course,
we ended up with one movie. That was more or
less the way it went. Paul Lohmann shot
Nashville. He had done California Split. He is
very good at low-budget work, and he has an excellent operator, Eddie Koons. The color was set
up to be as bright red, white, and blue as possible. In Nashville, I don't know if you've ever been
there, but they've got fans that come in and
out of the city all the time. There's a lot of red,
white, and blue in Nashville. They sell a lot of
those doubleknit suits that are red-maroon,
white, and blue. People wear white shoes and
white belts. I mean, it's real interesting. All the
men are kind of red, white, and blue men . So we
used a lot of those colors. I love Ned Beatty's
white shoes at the strip scene when he's doing
his speech. I love him because his socks are here
and his shoes are there and his little suit starts
here. I mean the whole look of some of those
characters was really nice, especially those
things the actors brought in for themselves.

Question: What exactly was your participation
in writing Thieves Like Us?, because there were
two other screenwriters named-Altman and
Calder Willingham.

Tewkesbury: I took the book and really
adapted straight from the book-just took out
stuff. If you ever get a chance to read that book
you should, because it's really a lesson in how to
write a good novel. It's superb. Altman added
the changes that he wanted to make, additional
material that we needed. He would say, "We
need a scene about this." He didn't do any
writing. He'd say, :·we need this," and I'd write it.
That project had come up for grabs about nine
years ago. Calder Willingham had once written a
screenplay for Jerry Bick, who finally produced
it. Jerry Bick did not want Keechie to die at the
end. In the end of the book, Keechie and Bowie
die together in the house. He felt it was too
much like Bonnie and Clyde. so Calde r
Willingham had written a scene where Keechie's
on a train, and that was the end of that. I never
sawCalderWillingham'sscript. Keep this in mind,
you folks who are screenwriters. I never saw
Calder Willingham's script. Altman felt that if he
put his name on it as co-writer, we would not
have to deal with Calder Willingham coming in
and saying, "I wrote the first screenplay here."
Because what we did was put Keechie in a train
station, about to take a train ride, at the end of
the movie, so she wouldn't be "done in" at the
house. We did the movie; we shot the movie.
Altman said, ''I'm going to put myself on as cowriter." I said, "Fine." And suddenly, the Writers
Guild called and said, "Mr. Willingham wants
screen credit." I've never met Calder
Willingham. I don't even know what he looks like.
So we went to arbitration twice. We told them

what we'd done, that I had been on the set
every day, etc. Calder Willingham finally got
s~ree_n cre?it and a lot of money for participation in Thieves Like Us that had to do with
material that was never used. At this time the
Writers Guild is in a litigation or suit or what~ver
they're in with Paramount Pictures over me and
Nashville, because Paramount did not put my
name the same size as the director's name on
the television thing. Now who really cares? And 1
said to the Writers Guild lawyer, "I don't care."
And they said, "We don't care that you don't
care, but we care." When we did the first ad for
Nashville, in order to have Altman's name on
the film, my name had to be as big as Altman's.
So we took everybody's name off and did the
ad: "Nashville, the Damnedest Film You Ever
Saw," which we loved. I mean, Paramount
.wanted to put that peanut on there with that
microphone. It was a very strange ad campaign.
I think Altman may have some control over
Buffalo Bill because he's working with Dino
DeLaurentiis. Dino Delaurentiis and Paramount
are sort of one and the same these days, so it's
going together a little better.

Question: You said that you were told by
Altman when you began Nashville that someone had to die at the end. Were you serious
about that?

Tewkesbury: Yes.
Question: If it were up to you, would you have
done that?

Tewkesbury: I don't know. It's interesting
because that was the only requirement I had to
fulfill. The one thing that I have learned about
film is that it's collaborative-that the director
is the director, and you are the writer, until
you're both.

Question: How much did you visualize camera
angles in your script?

Tewkesbury: I do very little of that when I write
for Altman. I don't do camera angles, anyway,
because the guy shooting, the director, is going
to have his own concept of that. If I want to see
something-for example, if I am doing a scene
with two people and I want to do the scene
through the food on the table, I'm very specific
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about that. Now, if the director doesn't agree,
we'll discuss it. Michael Campus and I finished a
project this spring. Michael Campus and I
agreed about very little on that project, and it's
a terrific project if somebody will say that it's
not a movie about alienation and let us do it. It's
about two very independent characters, and
what happened is my character gets to do what
I want her to do and his gets to do what he
wants him to do. And that is how we solved that
problem. With Altman there is usually a cohesion. The only thing that I really had trouble with
was when he was going to divide it into two
movies. I had trouble with it in the beginning,
when he added the political line, because it was
just not in my head. But you live with it for a
while, and if you are working with somebody on
that kind of level, that is what you do. That's
part of your job.

them? You see, when you are dealing with a big
piece of literature, everyone has his own idea
about the book. It's a personal experience. You
pick up a book, and it's you and the book, man.
And somebody blows it up that big, and suddenly it's not your vision. So you're bound to be
disappointed. It's very hard to adapt a classic.
Loeb: What you 're talking about, then, is really
preconception? People know too much and
they are possessive with the material.
Tewkesbury: Yes. Yes.
Question: It's a matter, also, of reducing a
great work. That is a danger, too, isn't it?
Tewkesbury: Absolutely. But there's an interesting thing, and I go back to the business of
words.

Loeb: Is it a satire, the film?
Tewkesbury: No. The intention of Nashville is
to show every character doing the absolute
best he can at his time, in his space, and that's it.
That's what we're all trying to do.
Question: Why do you think it is that so many
good movies come out of originally second-rate
sources, like detective stories? Often, when you
see a film that's come from a classic, it's usually
a disaster.
Tewkesbury: Tony and I were talking about
that this morning. It's very hard to adapt a
classic-like translating French to English and
expecting to retain all of the language
subtleties involved. I did a screenplay for
Tender is the Night. If you 've read F. Scott
Fitzgerald, you have certain favorite parts of the
book in particular. Those parts are usually fairly
fat, in terms of what the author's literary intention has been and what he has given you. There
are other parts in that book that are incredibly
vague. So really, what I chose to do in adapting
Tender is the Night was go past what you, the
reader, would already have implanted in your
·head, and deal with those issues that hadn't
been developed. The director whom I was working with felt that I had not dealt with Dick and
Nicole strongly enough. What really happened
was that he felt he and his wife were Dick and
Nicole, and why hadn't I written more about
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When you're dealing with a verbal medium,
you're dealing with that medium. Sometimes
you can do something visually that does ten
pages in one image. That is really exciting.
Question: You were talking about the personal
meaning of those characters in Nashville,
dividing yourself up into twenty-four pieces. I
would like to know what sort of responsibility
you feel you have to your audience, and if you
view scriptwriting in terms of its social value.
Tewkesbury: My responsibility to the audience, to you, is not to load you with my opinion. My responsibility, it seems to me, is to give
you an overlay, and to allow you to use your intelligence to pick and choose from that
whatever you want to see in that. My responsibility is to make it as complex as I possibly can,
but yet easy visually. It's like going to a buffet
and it's laid out on the table and you can choose
from that whatever you want. And my constant
responsibility with each piece of meat or potato
salad or whatever it is I put on the table, is that it
be rich, good, and deep, so that whatever you
choose to look at, you can, in fact, dine out on
that. I am not interested in giving you hard-core
opinions about what I think. I think that maybe I
don't think about those things. That's what I,
me, personally, Joan, am trying to do.
Question: On the other hand, it seems obvious

that in trying to have so much there for people
to draw from, you're not looking for any kind of
lowest common denominator.

Tewkesbury: The only lowest common
denominator I look for is that those characters
absolutely be alive and true. And I usually write
about people who I know, have seen, talked to,
or had some kind of connection with .

Loeb: In that regard, some people have felt
that Nashville is over-populated-simply, that
it's too rich, that there is too much of a
tapestry. What is the point at which the feast
collapses the table? How do you know when to
stop?

lot of " coke ". He was a magical-looking
character. He had this huge motorcycle that he
had driven from Los Angeles, if you can believe
it, to Jackson, Mississippi . The thing about this
man was that he was an absolute expert with
mechanics. He took care of all the cars in
Thieves Like us. We had a lot of old cars. He'd
drive through town and people would just go,
" Wait a minute." I mean, in Jackson, Mississippi!
He had a top hat he wore, and we found him a
hat that was all bugle beads. A great thing
about Paul was that whenever you were around
him, you really felt good. So the character of
the Tricycle Man was built after him. He scared
the shit out of people, but something nice happened, too. A strange duplicity went on
wherever he went, you know?

Question: I thought he was modeled after
Elton John.

Tewkesbury: I didn't know who Elton John was
then. He would have been sensational.

Loeb: What would be your suggestion for someone who wants to write films? Where do you
start? Do you start with yourself?

Tewkesbury: Yes. I would say there's no place

Tewkesbury: When there is no balance left.
When you 've lost control, when you 've lost a
character for four scenes and you say, " Where
the hell did he go?" Obviously, it's not important
that he be here. The thing that happened with
Nashville-every time that a character was
added, I began from the beginning, and I had to
move some th ings around. Each character got
re-threaded through the day-to-day situation
so that you never lost the weight of any of
them .
In the editing, in trying to get it down to a
shorter period of time, we did lose the motorcycle man. As he was originally drawn, the motorcycle man was very ominous-looking. He was
based on someone that I knew in Jackson,
Mississippi, who had been the president, or
whatever you call him, of the Hell's Angels. He
had a massive beard and funny yellow
eyeglasses, and he wore them because he did a

like home. It sounds very dumb. If that doesn't
work out for you, get a book that you like.
You've really got to like the book, and make sure
it is a good author because boy, you are going to
be sick of him before it's over. First, break the
book into a construct. Just as an exercise, pull
the book apart. Don't worry about ever sell ing
the screenplay to anyone. But as a construct,
see what's major and what's not major and how
much of the dialogue you don't need. Please
understand that book dialogue is not the same
as spoken dialogue. If you're writing for screen,
if you were students of mine, I would send you
to the ballet, to see a play at the theater, or to
see a work of art by the sculptor, Robert Irwin. I
would have you see any kind of athletic event
that you could possibly see. The problem of film
has to do with space and how you perceive
things in space and how you can translate them
for others. I hang out in train stations. When I
was teaching students acting, l'djust have them
go to real strange places and hang out to get
dialogue. Having dinner with me is not real terrific because I'm usually plugged into the con-
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versation in the rear. There is a lot of information you're receiving that I don't think you even
know about. That's what Nashville is about,
too. It is about implosion of information. You
are being bombarded by stuff, and if you stop
for just a minute and listen, you'll be amazed. So
you can draw from those kind of things, too. I've
got to talk a moment about what Altman does
with sound. I think he's done more with sound
than anyone since sound began in films. He
records multiple tracks. He might mike three of
you here, somebody in a booth back there,
somebody in a hall there, and somebody down
the road. By the time he begins editing, he has
enough material to orchestrate the movie with
sound.

room. He builds, bit by bit, little thing by little
thing . It's done very delicately, but I have to tell
you that the film as it stands is the film as it was
written. The thing that is interesting, is when
you find there is a whole other life that goes by
you on the screen that you never knew was
there.

Question: When you filmed, you mean? You
find a life, looking through the rushes?
Tewkesbury: Yes, afterwards. It is absolutely
incredible.

Question: It's true of every kind of film, I think.

does that word mean to you?

Any kind of film that has any mildly artistic purpose has that alternative life of its own, which
you quickly discern when you put it together.

Tewkesbury: Let's see. Structure, to me,

Tewkesbury: And that is the beauty of Altman,

Loeb: What do you mean by structure? What

means like the wood frame of a new house. If I
drew a square, that's your boundary. The supports are there, but everything else is open.
Structure is a spine. It's like if I took all my parts
off and just had my bones here. That's structure to me. It's strong, and it'll support anything
you want to hang on it, but it's not overbearing .
Like on McCabe and Mrs. Miller, as I said, the
location provided the structure for that film .

Question: Isn't the totality, then, somewhat
random? When you put all these pieces
together?

Tewkesbury: Not necessarily.
Question: I was very struck by the apparent
similarity between Nashville and many
documentaries that I might have seen or worked
on. You do get that somewhat random effect. You get what you can and you put it
together and you move the pieces around. You
identify some sort of a soul in the entity, that
you try to arrange in the cutting process.

Tewkesbury: That implies a lack of preconception, and the film was not executed that way.
Question: I noticed that Altman said the film
was made in the cutting room. How do you feel
about that?

22

Tewkesbury: Altman is fabulous in the cutting

because he serves that energy. Whatever that
essence is, that's the thing that he will work
with.

Loeb: You talked about the structure as
" location-rel ated. " Nashville ends with
somebody getting killed . The audience doesn't
leave the theater thinking about the place
where the shooting occurred . They leave thinking an assassination has happened. What a horrible th ing. There may be an incompatible kind
of tension between a location sensibility and
then, finally, one which is resolved in a human
life.

Tewkesbury: I think that the film, for me, is all
those things. It's an incomplete kind of entity, in
a way. I liked it a lot better when it was more
amorphous, when it was more ambiguous.
When it was longer, you did not watch Kenny go
for the key. You did not watch Kenny get into
the vio lin case. You didn't see any of that. It was
suddenly an event that came. She was down,
and you didn't know what the hell had happened. You were looking around for who shot
her. That, to me, made more sense, in a way,
because then it was just another event that was
going by-an irrational event, God knows, but
not one marked in red. You know what I mean? It
seems that by pointing that up, suddenly that
became the end of the film, in a way. By point ing up Kenny, that incident becomes more im-

portant than anything else, or seems to. It is
what you are left with, and takes on added emphasis because of its placement in the story.

Loeb: What other films would illustrate your vision? What have you seen recently that excites
you?

Tewkesbury: It's hard for me to say. My tastes
are peculiar. I like Michael Caine movies-those
kinds of movies where the action comes down
and hits right in the middle, and you don't know
what has happened. I saw a film in Canada, called
Acadia, Acadia. It was a documentary film, a
very gentle film about some kids during the
November crisis in Canada. It was a story about
their futility.Chinatown and Drive, He Said are
two other films I liked. Bruce Dern is a favor ite
actor of mine. I was impressed with Hester
Street because it was made for a budget of
about twenty-nine cents, and it makes you fee l
very nice when you come out of the theater. I
saw swept Away, and was not swept away. I
like Lavender Hill Mob and Dog Day Afternoon . I have to tell you that I really love
Nashville, and not because I had anything to do
with it. When I watch it, I tru ly sit in the theater
and say, "Jesus, watch that thing go by. " That,
to me, is what film can do. I also love Coppola . I
loved Godfather II, and The conversation is
one of my favorite. films in terms of its construction. I like Bertolucci.

Question: I was with a group of people that was
singing, '/t Don't worry Me' all the way out of
the theater. They had almost forgotten about
the assassination, and I wondered whether you
wanted people to go out sing ing, '/t Don't

Tewkesbury: Have you ever been in a situation
where there has been an event that has taken
place that you just couldn't stand? It has happened to me in an audience. It's like when the
boat is sinking and they're saying, "Sing out,
Louise, and you won't worry about the water. "
Altman wanted that kind of event to take place.

Loeb: That was a quick switch, though, wasn 't
it? Within the assassination moment itself,
without even a chance for pause, there is
change in the emotion.

Tewkesbury: Burt Lancaster came to a screening, and he said, "I hate it. I hate that girl standing there in the pink dress. I hate that girl who
takes the microphone. I hate that next girl
who's waiting, because I'm all of those people.
I'm waiting for my chance. I'm waiting for the
microphone to be handed to me." I thought
that was rather interesting.

Question: could you justify ... ?

worry Me.
Tewkesbury: I ain 't justifying. I'll tell you the
Tewkesbury: Altman did. His idea was that life
goes on, that there is a continuum, that you do
continue.

Question: I felt like the entire film was building
up towards a didactic ending. I though I was going to walk out feel ing, "Oh, my God, this kind of
thing has got to stop. What the fuck is going
on?" like you said . Then I noticed, as soon as
that happened, all of a sudden this feel ing was
stopped. The singing started, and that just
made me even more frustrated because I knew I
wanted to have a feeling of action, and I just
couldn't. I wasn't satisfied either way.

thing that actually happened when we shot the
scene that day. There were like five cameras.
The crowd was coming and going, and we'd
given them all the hot dogs and cokes we had to
keep them there, but they kept coming and going, and we kept saying, " Now, there's going to
be a shooting . No one's going to get shot, but
there will be a gunshot, she will go down. Don't
be alarmed. " When that event took place, there
were people in the audience who didn't know
that event was going to take place. It was really
bizarre. She went down, they stood there, and
they began to talk about grocery lists. That was
a great lesson for me because I thought, "My
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God, they're all going to be shocked and they're
all going to scream." And nobody did anything.
There was that moment of just being real
frozen, and then going right into: "Well, listen,
maybe we should go catch the bus now, dumpty, dumpty, doo."
Loeb: They didn't know it was fake?
Tewkesbu ry: No, some of these fol ks were late.

And I watched them because I wanted to see
what was going to happen. It was very peculiar.
Loeb: Are you working on Ragtime now?
Tewkesbu ry: No. Altman is working with E.L.
Doctorow on Ragtime. It's been announced

and I think it's absolutely the most logical combination for that material.
Loeb: Why is that?
Tewkesbu ry: If you've got somebody who has
written a novel, who is still alive and interested
in his own material, for heaven's sake, use him. I
mean, he's obviously the best source. Doctorow
is very gentle and extremely knowledgeable. I
don't think he started to write until he was forty. So there's a lot of informatio n inside of him
that's been sitting there for a very long time.
And Altman and Doctorow are a good balance
because they are both at a similar time and
space in terms of their notoriety. Doctorow has
researched this thing for a long time and has all
that informatio n at his fingertips -the scholarly work that you need to know about potential
film material.
Loeb: Give us a specific feeling about Altman.

You have spent a helluva long time with this
man.
Tewkesbu ry: I think the best way for me to

describe him is to say that the most exciting
time for me is when we are working-y ou know,
there is a kind of energy exchange with him. He
is a large man, so there is a tremendou s amount
of energy that he puts out. And he paces a lot.
He does a lot of walking when he's airing ideas.
He doesn't sit down and kind of muse over
things. He throws things up in the air, and usually there are people around. And all the
possibilities can be explored by himself and the
24

people in the room. He will listen to the feedback and he grows from it.
Some of the most magical times occurred during discussions we had about Ragtime. I
remember him describing what he thought
about the character of Father, and then I would
say, "Well, all right, then what if we did this?"
And he would say, "Yes, that's terrific, and then,
we can do this, too." There is a kind of acceleration that happens in an exchange with him,
because it just doesn't die with a one-note exchange. It goes back and forth at least five or six
times, and then the idea still can change with
the actor. I think that that's probably one of the
most exciting things about Altman. The exchange is always very open and there is no
enclosure put on the end of it. There is always
room for one more thing .
With some things he has very definite ideas, and
that is the end of it. I mean, that's how he feels.
Keith's song in Nashville, 'It Don't worry Me',
is an example. That came very early in the
developm ent of the story, when we knew we
were going to do the movie. It simply remained,
like the theme song of the piece. I keep coming
back to energy. I don't think Altman requires
much sleep, and when you're making a movie,
from the time you start shooting at 6:00 o'clock
in the morning until 6:00 at night, he does a lot
of giving.
Loeb: How would you sum up your feelings

about the medium? What is your spine, so to
speak? What's your central attitude in approaching any kind of project?
Tewkesbu ry: I have to be responsible for

myself. The first thing that I have to be honest
with is myself. The first draft of a film, or the
first piece of writing that I do, is for myself, and I
don't mean that in a shitty way at all. ljust mean
that I have to be true to that. Also, in giving this
to a director, or whomever I'm going to work
with, they at least know where I'm coming from
so that if we disagree, we can part friends right
there or we can continue with the project. I
would say that it's imperative that you really be
selective about whom you work with. You're going to spend a lot of time with them. Films take
a long time to make. If you are capable at all of
writing, directing, and doing your own work, do

it. And get it done any way you can. Because I
have to tell you that the folks in the major
studios want Love Story, Jaws, or the remake
of a 1940's success. If you can come up with a
combination of all three, you 'd have it made. As
Jack Nicholson said in Playboy, "If you show a
tit, they'll give you an 'R', and if you cut it off,
they'll give you a 'PG'." So keeping all that in
mind, I try to proceed with a sense of humor.

Loeb: Thank you for coming.
Tewkesbury: I really enjoyed it. Thank you.

Feature credits
screenwriter:
Thieves Like us . . . . .. .. .. ..... .. ... 1974
(with Robert Altman and Calder Willingham)

Nashville . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19 7 s

Director:
Old Boyfriends . ................... 1979
These credits reflect the best information readily available to
date.
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Anthony Loeb: I am delighted that Steve
Shagan is with us. Among his credits is a
screenplay, save the Tiger, which became a
major motion picture that gave Jack Lemmon
his most powerful moments on the screen.
Tiger must be one of the cumulative American
statements to be made in the last decade. It is
being rediscovered now and is the focus for one
of our -courses.

Steve Shagan has paid his dues in this business.
He's been a grip, a publicist, a producer. Tiger
earned Shagan the Writers Guild Award for best
original screenplay, as well as an Academy
Award nomination. We're honored to have him.
Steve Shagan: Thank you .
Loeb: I want to start by asking Steve how this all
came about-how he got to Hollywood, how he
became a writer-the " back story," as it were.
Shagan: I want to open on a reassuring note. 1
want you to know that this is a good time for
new people. There is a tremendous need for
original screen material. With the written word
'
you can open doors.

I didn't always know that I could write. 1 didn't
even know that I wanted to write when I got out
of the Navy in 1946. I just knew that stuff
popped out sometimes. I got a job in the handb~g business, which I th ink reflected later in
Tiger, because while it wasn't dresses, it was the
same madness-trying to guess what women
want to wear a year ahead of time. The
pressures in the garment business are enormous. There are men like Charlie Robbins who
r:7ake fir~s and there are men who engage men
like Charlie to light the fires. There are hookers
that are on the payroll and there are buyers
that demand the services of those ladies.
I always wanted to be around film, and I finally
got a job in Fort Lee, New Jersey, at the old CFI
labs. I started carrying cans of film around, and
got to be a printer, and worked a step-printing
reduction machine at night in the darkroom.
That's kind of a trip, because you've got three
or four men and women working from midnight to 8:00 in the morning on very sensitive
stuff in almost total darkness. At that time 1
started to write a play. There was a group run by
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Jose Quintero down in the Village, called the Circle Theatre in those days. I had a reading of it,
and we almost got it financed, but not quite.
And I said, " Well, this is not for me. 1 mean,
there's too much heartbreak." we went to
Florida, and it was in the early days of Cape
Canaveral when they were just testing-not
even our missiles, but ones the Germans left
over that didn't make it to London . Some of
them flew and some of them didn't. I used to
develop and print the films of the tests. And 1
started to write more seriously. I wrote a
screenplay-a western that somehow I got to
Universal, and they almost bought it. The comment~ _from the people out there were quite
prom1s1ng, so we decided to pack up and go to
California . In Los Angeles I wrote at home putting in time every day. And I began to meet people. I worked as a grip and met Rod Serling. we
had just struck the set of one of his Twilight
zone'~. I talked to Rod, who was a great guy, a
very gifted man. I said, ''I'm trying to write. I
have a thing that I've worked on." He said, "Well
let me see it. " And he looked at it and said, "Yo~
know, you can do it. And it's not bad. It's not
good; but it's not bad. So just keep writing . Stay
in the game."
I don't remember exactly how I got to Sid
Blumenstock, who did publicity for Universal.
He said, " Have you ever done ad art and copy
work for movies?" I said, "No." He said, " Well, 1
hear you 've got something. " He gave me a
screenplay called The Outsider, which was the
story of Ira Hayes, who was one of the five men
who raised the flag at lwo Jima-an Indian an
American Indian, who was a hero and couldn't
handle the fame and died drunk, frozen to
death somewhere on a reservation in Arizona I
did the copy and I did some art, and they liked it,

and I got to do a few other pictures. Then
somebody at Paramount heard about me-a
fellow named Herb Steinberg, who was then
head of West Coast publicity for Paramount-and he hired me. In those days, Paramount was a fun lot to work at. Jerry Lewis and
Dean Martin were big stuff. Presley was there. 1
think DeMille had just gone. Hal Wallis' unit was
there. The John Wayne unit was tt,ere.
As a unit publicist, you get the screenplay
before the picture starts. You read it and
analyze it and you see what kinds of pieces you
can write that can find their way into
newspapers. When the film starts, you're on the
set all the time and you try to get stories for the
principal actors, the director, whomever, into
print. You stay with the film all the way to the
opening, to the box office. It was a wonderful
experience for me, and I guess I was OK at it
because Jerry wanted me on all of his pictures.
John Wayne did, too. By the way, Wayne is a hell
of a nice guy. I know that's hard to believe for
some of you, but he's a fine guy. There are no
curves with John Wayne. He was the first to tell
the American Film Institute that he'd take a
trainee on all his pictures. Anyway, I owe a lot to
Herb Steinberg, because that was the first time
in Hollywood that I was getting a check every
week, and we just had our baby. I needed that.
But later, someone in the department called me
in and said, "You know Herb's going to be fired,
I'm going to take over and you'll be my assistant. " And there I was, faced with a moral dilemma . If I kept silent, I would be party to his
demise, and if I said something to Herb, it might
give him a little more time because the fellow in
New York who was going to fire him would deny
it, naturally. At the same time, I'd be putting
myself in jeopardy because they would know
who passed the signals. I went in and told Herb,
and he got very nervous and said, ''I'll never
forget you for doing this and protect you." At
that moment, he called this man in New York
who was going to fire him. I couldn't hear the
other end of the conversation, but the other
man must have said, "Who told you?" And he
said, "Steve Shagan." Bang. And then when he
hung up the phone he said, ''I'm sorry. It was a
reflex, but you're OK. Don't worry about it." I immediately went back to my office and called a
friend of mine at Universal on that following
Monday, and Herb said, "Why did you do that?

You'll be OK. They're not going to fire me." He
was fired two weeks later. It's a strange
business. About two months after that, the
man I worked for at Universal called me in on a
cold winter night and said, "What do you think
of Herb Steinberg as an executive?" If there
ever was a chance to kill a guy, that was it. I said,
"He's terrific. " Herb got the job. He's still there.
He's the one who devised the Universal tour
which produces about twelve million a year for
them.
Eventually, I researched a project for Mel
Shavelson called cast a Giant Shadow, which
ultimately was done in Israel with Kirk Douglas.
Let me tell you how this picture got made. We
are talking about a screenplay about an
American named Mickey Marcus. He was a
legendary figure, a district attorney in New
York-tough, an ex-boxer, a Ph.D, etc. He was
one of the first men to jump into Germany with
the 82nd Airborne. Mickey went over to help
the Israelis after the partitioning of Palestine in
'48. He was the last casualty in the war. He was
killed four hours before the cease fire. Mel
Shavelson was working at Paramount on this
story. The screenplay was finished and it was a
rather good script-almost like the Battle of
Algiers. It was documentary and it was
marvelous. Mel went to Jack Karp, who was running Paramount in those days. Jack said,
"Listen, Mel, I donate to the United Jewish Appeal, but I don't want to do any Jewish stories.
They're death at the boxoffice."Mel was crushed.
It was noon and I was walking towards the
commissary. I met Michael Wayne, who is John
Wayne's son and produces Duke's pictures. I
told him what had happened that morning. He
said, "Gee, you know my dad loved that fellow,
Mickey Marcus. He was a hell of an American.
Has Mel got a treatment or something?" I said,
"Well, he's got a screenplay." He said, "Well,
Duke will never read the script. Could Mel come
up and tell him the story?" So I said, "Well, I'll ask
him." I found Mel and we went up to the Batjac
office. Duke was stretched out on a couch . It
was before the cancer, and he was puffing on
Camels, and he said, "OK, Mel, tell me the story."
And with a trembling voice, Mel tells him the
story. And Duke says, "OK." And he says to Mike,
"Get Sinatra in Palm Springs." He gets Frank on
the phone and says, "Frank, listen. Mel's here.
He has a terrific story about Mickey Marcus and
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you can play a part." And he says, "Whatever
you want, Duke. I've got a brand-new jet plane.
It'll be a chance for me to fly it to Israel."
Now,nobody's read anything, right? Then he
says to Mel, "The guy to play Marcus is Kirk
Douglas, and he's doing a heavy water picture." I
think it was The Heroes of Telemark, in Denmark. And he says, "Get him on the phone."
They called United Artists and found out what
hotel Douglas was staying at. Mel says, "It's 4:00
in the morning in Denmark." Duke says, "Wake
him up. It doesn't matter. Wake him up." Mel
calls Kirk and Kirk picks up the phone and Duke
gets on because Mel, by now, is pretty nervous,
you know. And Duke says, "Listen, Mel's here
with a thing and you're going to play Marcus
and I'm going to play a general and Frank's going to do such and such." Kirk says, "Well, is
there a script?" And he says, "Yeah, Mel will be
on the plane with it tomorrow." And then
Wayne calls Marvin Mirisch at United Artists.
"We've got Frank Sinatra, Kirk Douglas, John
Wayne, in an action-adventure story. It's terrific," says Duke. They say, "OK, it's a deal." And
that's how that picture went together. It was
put together in one hour in John Wayne's office. Six months later we find ourselves in Israel
with thousands of people, an Italian camera
crew, an English art director, American
assistants. By then the Mirisches said, "You've
got to have a love interest," and that was
where the picture failed. Mel changed his
screenplay and began to put in the love thing.
That's just an anecdote.
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After that, I got a call from a man named Sy
Weintraub who said, "How would you like to produce a Tarzan movie for me in Mexico?" I said,
"Why not?" After all, I speak Spanish, which is as
good a reason as any to produce a movie. so we
went to Mexico and we did a sort of "James
Bond" Tarzan. It was called Tarzan and the
Valley of Gold, with Mike Henry, who was an exRams linebacker. Mike had a terrible thing
about snakes. Invariably, a snake would get
loose from the trainer. They were all harmless,
their teeth were out, the venom gone, they
were like earth worms. But he was terrified.
Then, I took charge of the TV series. I warned
Weintraub not to try that in Brazil because it
takes a week to do a still shot in Brazil. We
ultimately had to move the whole production
to Mexico. It ran a couple of years. It was very
difficult because it was a show that involved

children, animals, stunts, special effects, and
we had to do one every seven days. We were up
against an impossible air date, working in a
foreign country. The Mexican crews were terrific, and we managed, somehow, to keep up
with it. But it was debilitating, and after awhile I
think it got to everybody. People began to fight
and it got tense and it wasn't fun anymore. I left
the show and was unemployed. It's a sobering
experience to go from producing a television
series-we were like the number one show on
Friday nights-to the unemployme nt line on
Santa Monica Boulevard . You really remember
who you are. It's necessary for anybody to get
up there and get down again because it's what
the business is all about, and you can't be afraid
of it. After a couple of mediocre assignments, I
went over to CBS and did one called Sole survivor, which was a true story about an
American B-24 that went down in the Libyan
desert in 1944. The plane was found in perfect
condition some twenty years later. An investigating team went back to see what happened . We re-created the crew, based on
diaries that were found. They were like a
Greek chorus who were alive, watching the investigators find out what truly happened. It
was a very interesting two-hour telefilm . After
that I did a picture that I wrote and produced
called A Step out of Line, with Peter Falk, Vic
Morrow, and Peter Lawford-aga in for television. This one presaged Tiger, in a way, because
the lead character had a lot to do with Harry
Stoner. Actually, I began to write Save the
Tiger while we were shooting that picture in
San Francisco.

Loeb: Maybe we could open up some questions
on Save the Tiger.
Question: Could you say something about the
evolution you went through from the first
draft to the final draft? Did you have help?

Shagan: I did the first draft when I was under
contract to Cinema Center Films, which was a
division of CBS at the time. When I finished the
first draft, I called Sydney Pollack. I said, "Syd, 1
just finished a script that I think you ought to
read." He said, "What is it about?" I said, "It's
about you and me and all of us facing middle
age, who sometimes don't know why we get out
of bed in the morning. Syd read it quickly and
called me. He said, "I love it. The only thing 1
think is wrong, and I think you'll get killed for it,
is the ending." If you remember the original ending, Harry goes to the zoo. He sees this tiger
pacing back and forth. These guys come over
and say, "You've been watching that animal for
two hours. What have you got in mind? Are you
some sort of animal freak?" He says, "I was just
trying to remember the way it was when tigers
were free," or something like that. I don't
remember the line any more. Sydney said, "It's
wrong because it's right on the money-to o
specific. I think the ending has something to do
with baseball because it's a symbol of innocence, of a lost American innocence, and is so
tightly woven into the fabric of Harry's
reminiscence. A new ending came out of that,
with the children playing baseball in that little
league park. Other than that, we had to cut
stuff because we were long. The first draft, I
think, was a hundred fifty-seven pages, and
the script we shot was a hundred eighteen. so
we lost the scene in the steam room . But none
of it really damaged the piece at all, arid I think
the changes were all for the good. It wasn't ever
arbitrary. Sydney was attached to the project
for the two years that it took us to try to get the
money to make the film. When Syd dropped out
and we got John Avildsen, John really didn't
have much to change. The film was really made
in the rehearsal period. John insisted on a threeweek rehearsal because every frame of that
film was to be shot on location. We never went
into a studio. We rehearsed every key scene in
the film with the exception of the name game,
which Lemmon was apprehensive about. we
rehearsed every one of the key scenes at the actual location we were to shoot them in. While

we rehearsed, John blocked for the camera. we
shot the film in thirty-two days, and that would
have been impossible without the preparation .
There is an interesting story about the casting
of Jack Lemmon, whom I saw on every page. I
managed to get the script to Jack, whom I had
never met. Sometime after that the phone
rang and a voice said, "This is Jack Lemmon. Can
you come up to the house?" His house is located
on Tower Road, up a curvey mountain. I got lost
going up the road, and I was half crazy because
he was waiting for me. I said, "My God, now I
have my opportuni ty and I can't find where he
lives!" I finally got there and found Jack alone at
the bar. Jack's a good drinker and I'm not. I have
a very low tolerance for alcohol. I don't get
drunk, I get sick. Jack starts to pour the
scotch,and I figure I have to make the effort. we
got a little rocky and we talked about a lot of
things. Of course, I was waiting for his response
to my script. Finally, he said, "You know, Tigers
a terrific piece, but I'm just not good enough to
do it. I haven't used my talents in fifteen years."
I said, "What about Wine and Roses?" He said,
"Anyone can play a drunk. That was easy. I'll tell
you what, though. George Scott is a good
friend. I'll call George." I said,-1 guess the
courage was from the booze-"Ja ck, listen. If I
fail, I want to fail with you. I think the guy you've
been playing, picture after picture, belongs to
the Fifties. I don't think that's what it's about
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anymore." He said, "You don't, huh?" "No. I
think you should do this." He said, "OK, I'll call
you at noon tomorrow. Let me read it again."
Lemmon called me at noon the next day and
said, "OK, let's go. " About that time, an edict
came down from New York that there would be
no more Cinema Center Films-the CBS subsidiary. So we sent the script to other studios,
and the comments were that it was a communist document , it was an anarchist document, it was a fascist thing, etc. There were no
takers. The sense of it was that save the Tiger
is too real and people don't want to see
themselves on the screen. Finally, Bob Evans,
one of the production heads of Paramount,
said, "I love it. I don't know if anyone will go and
see it, but it's a film we should make. But I want
you to get a completio n bond." That means you
have to get an outside party who will ensure
Paramoun t that if the picture goes over
budget,the y'II pick up the rest of the tab. The
necessity of the bond led us to Filmways and,
Marty Ransohoff and finally, to John Avildsen.
Lemmon never goes to movies, so he didn't
know anything about Joe, Avildsen 's picture. so
I said, "Jack, you ought to look at the movie." He
said, "OK, after I get through shooting, bring it
out." We go into the projection room, and Jack
has a jug of white Almaden. We look at the picture and Jack says, "Let's run it again." And halfway through he says, "OK, this kid has got something ." Now it's about 11 :00. I was drinking, too.
Jack says, "Where are you going?" I said, ''I'm going home." He says, " No, let's go to a bar." So we
go to a bar in the valley, we start to drink, and
it's now about midnight. He says, " Let's call
Avildsen in New York." I said, " It's 3:00 in the
morning in New York, Jack." He says, "Let's call
him anyway." He gets into the phone booth and
calls, and he gets John's wife, Melissa, and he
says, "This is Jack Lemmon." She says, "Yes, and
I'm Elizabeth Taylor, you ass," and she hangs up.
Jack calls back and he says, "Wait a minute, wait
a minute. It's really Jack Lemmon and I'll do a
couple of routines. " And he does Ensign Pulver
on the phone. He says, "You know, I won an
Oscar for that, I won an Oscar." Melissa believed
him and wakes John up. Jack tells John the story
on the telephone and we were on our way.
Because Paramoun t was involved with Godfather at that time, we were able to go and do
it. Nobody ever bothered us, nobody ever looked
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at dailies. As we were getting near the end of
the film, we showed them a rough cut, and suddenly they realized something good was happening . One of the Paramoun t executives,
Peter Bart, had some ideas and wanted to make
some changes. It's always that word-"fix ." We
ended up literally kidnapping the picture, taking it to New York, and showing it to Frank
Yablans, who didn't know who we were. He had
forgotten he had a part in giving us the goahead . The Godfathe r was colossal at Paramount then. It was night and day.
There was never anything else discussed but
The Godfathe r. When I called Frank, I said, " My
name is Steve Shagan, and we made a film with
Jack Lemmon and John Avildsen for you ." He
said, "Oh, yeah, yeah, what's the problem?" I
said, "I don't think you 'll ever see it in its present
form if we don't come in with it. " He said, "Get
.on a plane." We showed him the picture and he
said, "It's fine. Don't change anything . Lemmon
is shooting Avanti in Italy, and I think before
you lock-up the film, you ought to take it over
and show it to Jack." Now we're going to Rome,
and the Paramoun t men are supposed to meet
us at the airport and get us through customs,
because you just can't take film into a foreign
country. In those days, John was in his hippie
period-pu rple velvet and flowers and the
beard and the Indian things and the beads.
They're watching the airport for grass and hash
and everything else, so he looked like a prime
suspect to begin with. We got there, and one of
the cases is missing . Now people in L.A. are suing
us for loss of editorial time and we don't know
where the case is. The Pan Am guy says, "Well, it
may be on the next plane. It'll be in from New
York in two hours, so go to the Pan Am waiting
room." Meantime, nobody shows up from Paramount. The customs guy says, " Look, you may
as well go into the city because you can't get the
stuff out anyway without a customs pass." I
said, "Let's worry about that in a little while,"
and I called an Italian production manager that I
knew from the old days of cast a Giant
Shadow. He said, "Whateve r you do, Steve,
don't try to take the film out of the airport
because you'll get arrested." The plane comes in
and the missing case is on it, and now a chauffeur shows up-a guy named Mario. What else?
And now we have the three cases of sound,
three cases of picture. I said, "John, you take

Loeb: What about Gilford? To me, one of the
most extraordinary casting decisions was opposing Gilford and Lemmon, so to speak.

Shagan: I wanted Gilford, who had been
stereotyped in light comedy. Avildsen went
along with the choice after seeing a serious
piece Jack had done for PBS. It was hard to get
the performance out of Gilford because by
nature, he's a very gentle man, and it's hard for
him to get angry. That performance was hammered out during the rehearsa l period.

one, I take one, Mario, you take one." There's a
line at customs that says: "No Declaration" and
a line that says: " Declaration" and wejustwalked
out with the goods. It was a whole exciting
number, and we finally got it to the hotel and
showed it to Jack, who was delighted with his
picture.
Well , Save the Tiger turned out to be a lot
more film than we thought it would be. We
never thought about awards or Oscars or
anyth ing like that. It was just one of those
marvelous experiences where everybody has a
un ity of purpose. Everyone saw the same movie
from the beginning . I forgot one thing that
Avildsen did prior to filming that might be interesting to some of you who want to be directors. He interviewed every single grip, electrician, carpenter, wardrobe man, lighting man,
assistant cameraman-anyone who would have
any reason to be on that set. He gave them the
screenplay and said, "Go home and come back
and tell me what you think this film is about. " He
did that before he hired them. John felt that
everyone contributes, and his attitude resulted
in a kind of connection that I've seldom seen .
The crew really pulled for us. They came in early
just to watch the two Jacks rehearse-Gilford
and Lemmon . This was the result of John's
presence. You could see his gift in those early
days, which came to fruition with Rocky, I
guess. save the Tiger was a delightfu l experience-one of the best I've had in this
business.

The night we went out to shoot the scene at a
beach house in Malibu, Lemmon said, " Look,
we're going to have to do the master one time
because I can't do it twice. " And he just did it and
the girl did i . I said, " If you don't remember all
the names I've written, use some out of your
own past. It doesn't matter." He stayed pretty
close to the script.

Loeb: What troubled Lemmon about the name
game?

Shagan: I think .it asked for a kind of emotional
unmasking. At the end of the scene, Harry is just
emotionally naked. It's a very hard scene to play
because it could be easily overstated. It starts
off with a giddiness and gradually becomes sad .
There are all sorts of shifting rhythms in the
scene.

Question: What kid of relationship would you
have as a writer-producer with a star like Jack
Lemmon? And how was your collaboration with
a young director like John Avildsen? Was there a
strain?

Shagan: No, because John respects the writer.
The three of us, Lemmon, John, and myself,
were like an isosceles triangle. We were impenetrable. We made a rule that if there was
disagreement, we would decide collectively. By
the way, John is a stickler for reality. When we
shot the scene with the arsonist in the porno
theater, John insisted that the owner run a real
porno film while the three men were playing
the scene. It was a porno reel with two girls making love to each other, and one of them had a
peach, as I remember. She was using the peach
as an instrument of love. It became humorous.
The actors couldn't concentrate, so it didn't
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work too well. We finally ran white leader on the
screen.
Loeb: What would you say to people who are

beginning to write, about construction, about
the craft? Your film seems well controlled.

Shagan: When you start to write a screenplay,
you have to remember that ultimately, it's going to be photographed. Everything you write is
going to be photographed. It usually means
that less is more. That is not to say that you
can't do a soliloquy like Paddy Chayefsky did in
Network, where he says that there are no more
countries, only dollars. But you have to be very
careful. You must think of a screenplay as
classical music. There are definitive movements
in it. It starts off with a certain melodic line.
Then the woodwinds come in, or the reeds will
take off and add to the basic line. There are
tangents off the main theme that we would call
character relationships, subplots. You develop
subordinate ideas, but they should crescendo in
the third act. The secondary themes must serve
the main idea. There are definite dynamics you
must be aware of. If you play a long dialogue sequence as we did in the bedroom scene, for instance, in Tiger-a twelve page, ten-minute
scene-you must follow it with a different
rhythm. There was a reason for that scene, by
the way. I wanted you to feel that time was an
unseen character in that bedroom-that time
weighed heavily on those two people. John
crafted it so that Lemmon was almost always in
motion-showering, getting dressed, etc. While
there was some movement, it was risky because
of the length. You have to follow that scene
with something that will change the rhythm,
providing relief. So there's the car, the street,
and the meeting with a crazy hippy girl who
rides up and down the boulevard. A different
pace. Then the factory and the machines and
noise and texture that became real with a
marvelous traveling shot that Avildsen made
where he takes Jack all the way through-an
eight-page scene in one take. There's a lot going
on in that shot. It is a beautiful example of what
a director can bring to a work. I think Alan Pakula
is terrific in that regard. If you examine Klute
and Parallax View and All the President's
Men, which is a one-set picture, you'll find terrific movement which helps the writer a hell of a
lot. It is not unlike what you experience at the
Philharmonic-Mahler, Beethoven, Bach. You'll
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hear a hell of a lot of great writing pulled
together by the conductor. Zubin Mehta, the
conductor of a symphony, is not unlike Sydney
Pollack or Alan Pakula. They're interpreting and
they're adding dynamics to what's on the
paper.
The way I start a story is with a character. I did a
screenplay of a film called City of Angels, that
later became a movie called Hustle, and I did
the novel as well. I started off with a character. I
wanted to write about a man who is part of a
police system, who knows that justice is not
equitable-that it works one way for those who
have and another for those who don't.
Somewhere in my mind, I had thought of a dead
girl on a beach who belonged to a white Protestant nobody. She's a presumed suicide, and the
police say, "Bury your daughter and go on with
your life. We can't dig her up and arrest her for
killing herself. There's no crime here."
I started Tiger with a character. For me,
anyway, the story comes easily once you have
the central figure. But I think you have to be
aware that when you do a screenplay, there are
tremendous demands upon you. Number one,
if you don't get one of the bankable people, you
may not get the film made. It's better not to
overpopulate a script. That is not to say that
you can't have five or six people that weave in
and out of a story. But you've got to design a

story that a Pacino, De Niro, Steve McQueen,
whoever, will play, and they want to be on the
screen all the time. You have to design a thing
that gives a director a chance to direct
something that is visual, not literary. You can't
use novelistic devices. Interior thought and
voice-over and flashback are difficult. They're
all tools. When I say, "You can't," I mean to caution you that certain obvious techniques are
dangerous, and that the best form of construction is the traditional one where you have a
main melodic line. Remember that drama
comes out of conflict. The conflict need not
necessarily be between a man and a woman. It
may involve a man reacting against himself. It
may involve a perception of what he is and what
he should be and may never be. The conflict can
be between a man and a system . There should
be a resolution at the end, of course. Either he
fails or succeeds or he remains motionless,
which may be failure or success, depending on
what you have in mind. With Rocky, you have
this hulking, humane guy who is supposed to
hurt a guy physically and doesn't do it. The
hoods he works for say, "You can't be nice in this
business," or whatever. And you know up front
that our Rocky is kind of a nice kid. Then when
he goes to the gym, Burgess Meredith says, "I
hate you because you could have been good."
That gives us the clue that maybe the fairy tale
is going to work. It's a big reach. He's going to
fight the champ. If you examine films, you'll find
little things planted-"props" that are planted
sometimes, lines that are delivered early that
have no apparent meaning at the time, but play
back much later. The wonderful thing about
trying to write for film is that they are available
to look at. Try and train yourself to go back
there after you see it once for your own entertainment. Go back and look at it again from the
screenwriter's point of view to see how it's
crafted.

Loeb: We're using save the Tiger in that way.
There's a sequence in the middle that's a difficult sequence-the soldier sequence. It seems
that perhaps it's not motivated fully. How do
you feel now about the breakdown?

Shagan: I laid the groundwork for that scene in
the missing scene with the mistress. He doesn't
go to the mistress for sex. He goes there to hide
out from the world, and he tells her the

nightmare that he didn't tell his wife, which is
about leaving Naples in 1945 and about the guy
breaking on the boat. I was trying to say that
the war is right up there at the surface of his
consciousness. It's played again in the Chinese
restaurant when he says to his partner, "I don't
want to hear . about the helicopters in Viet
Nam." He talks about Anzio and how, when he
went back to a beach that was once muddy with
blood, he found bikinis. It was carefully built so
that when you see the stricken buyer with the
red stuff on his face, Lemmon says, "He's not a
man, he's a casualty." I thought that there
would be enough already established to get
away with it. It's a very risky scene. What I should
have done, in retrospect, was to set it up early,
when he awoke out of nightmare in the first
scene, perhaps making the scars on his back
more obvious. I could have dialogued it right
there, and we would have had a stronger basis
for the vision of the dead soldiers later on.

Loeb: What do you mean?
Shagan: When he woke up, I could have done it
in a few lines. His wife could say, "What the hell is
this? It's the fourth time this month you've
woken up screaming." And Lemmon says, "It's
the same thing. It's the boat and it's Naples and
there's a guy next to me and he's shuddering. I
see the shells coming in," and whatever. I mean,
I could have done that, then left it, and then
gone to Benny Goodman and the ball game. But
you'd have remembered that when you saw the
dead soldiers-they were his personal nightmare.
we had to do the scene in one day, and Jack's
breakdown on the stage wasn't easy to perform. I must say the scene shocked audiences
when they saw it because we were still in Viet
Nam. There was resistance to the scene, but I
wanted the public to see dead American boys,
dead soldiers, because we never think of them
in terms of what they are-that life has been
taken from them in a cruel way, in a horrific
way. They are dead. They came back in
aluminum coffins to San Francisco-fifty thousand from the Godforsaken place. But they're
talked about in a statistical form. As with Korea,
forty four thousand soldiers came back to certain poor families in this country and three hundred and some thousand in world war II, but
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that was the "good" war. Only if that coffin
comes home to you, and you've raised that
child, does the tragedy mean anything. Viet
Nam didn't mean enough to most Americans
because the war was fought by the most underprivileged in our society. I wanted people in the
theater to see dead soldiers. I guess I was kind of
obsessive about it at the time. I think Jack handled the breakdown very well, because when he
came off the stage, he just took that drink and
did a little thing . He said to John, "The only way
to come out of this is to come out of it quickly.
We can't dwell on this. Maybe it will work." Having the mob guy come right up helped, too. I call
that "velocity" in a screenplay. Very soon after
that, you get the porno theater, the lady ticket
taker-five bucks, private booth, medicare,
whatever. Gilford says, "I saw great films here.
Now they're showing this crap." Then you meet
Charlie Robbins, who sets up a whole new kind
of menace in the picture. That's what I mean by
dynamics-of shifting the mood and the tempo. Remember the eye and the ear are working
in that dark place. A lot of senses are working,
and you are not alone. You feel the person along
side of you. It's all an illusion. Lemmon and Redford and those folks aren't in the theater when
you see the picture. So you're starting with an illusion. It's just a beam of light that projects an
image. The more you can do to take the sense of
illusion away, the better you are doing your job.

Question: Don't you think that the rapid succession you're talking about undercuts the in36

tensity of the soldier scene?
Shagan: No, I think it heightens it because it's a

shock at the time. They go onto something else,
but the effect lingers. There's always a memory
recall . You've got a plate back there that holds
those images. I don't mean that you should
design a screenplay like a television show-like
Charlie's Angels or of one those things where
everything is double time, you know. That's
trick writing. When I say dynamics, I don't mean
you have to do a machine gun thing up there. If
you're coming off a very emotional scene, you
should try to change the melody a little bit. You
should try to move off center because it's built
in peaks and valleys. Hemingway said you could
learn a lot by looking at paintings. In Paris at Le
Jeu de Paume, in the Tuileries, they have a
great collection of French impressionists, and
Hemingway used to stop there every day.
There's a Pissarro in New York, in the museum.
When I'm in New York, I always go to see it, and I
look at it and look at it because there's so much
to discover. It isn't obvious. It's a night scene
where the streets are wet in Paris, at dusk.
Every time you look at it you see more people in
the painting, and little signs and newspapers.
You can also learn by going to concerts and
listening. It's hard, but try and listen to what
those men did with the main melody line and
try to define all the "characters" they introduce
musically. And look at film-the bad ones, too.
At least you'll know what not to do.
Adaptation involves a different kind of discipline. You're given a novel or a play to
dramatize, which presents an entirely different
set of problems to you because you 're working
from another person's creation. With the novel,
you have to learn how to dramatize interior
thought. You have to comb the work, and you
have to remember that most fiction is overpopulated . voyage of the Damned had two
hundred and thirty characters in the book, and
my problem obviously involved compressing,
weeding out. I was originally asked to do a
screenplay for an eight-hour television special. I
don't know how many of you saw the picture,
but there was no Romeo and Juliet in my script
and there was no ship of fools. The people, the
passengers, knew what was happening to
them-that they were pawns in a game of
genocide. I was faithful to history and to the
memory of the people. The film represented

a chance to depict holocaust in microcosm.
What fascinated me was the story involved a
true tale of colossal hypocrisy by the Western
democracies. Himmler and Goebbels, in May of
'39, decided to let a boatload of Jews, mostly
women and children, leave Germany for Cuba.
They sold them visas and so forth, but at the
same time, arranged with the Cuban government not to let the boat in. Of course, the boat
would end up on ly a few miles from the
American coastline, and one of Himmler's
assistants, a man named Schellenberg said,
"Well, surely Roosevelt will take the boat in."
They had done a psychological profile on all the
Western leaders at that time, and Himmler said,
"Roosevelt is not a humanitarian, he's a consumate politician . He's running for an unprecedented third term. There's tremendous
unemployme nt in the United States. He will not
take the boat and he'll stick to the quotas."
They were right. So here you have these people
who are pawns in a brutal international pol itical
game. A kilometer from salvation, and nobody
in the world cared enough to take them in. If
there was a boatload of cats or dogs off the
coast of New York or Los Angeles, and the captain of the boat said, ''I'm going to drown these
nine hundred pussycats unless you take them
in," there would be an outcry in America . And
yet, at th is time, Himmler was right and Goebbels
was right. It was a great propaganda victory for them . I wanted to tell that story and I
did. ABC thought it was too expensive for television, and somehow, Stuart Rosenberg, who
directed coo/ Hand Luke, got involved. When I
went to London to make cuts in the material,
Stu sa id, " Well , you know, Lew Grade, the producer, wants us to have romance, shipboard. "
That's where I got off. That addition, to my
mind, would ruin any chance we had to make a
sign ificant film, and I felt it would dishonor the
memory of those who died. I did not want to do
a disservice to those people who were on the
boat and to the people today who should know
about that thing, because genocide is still going
on in the world . It's going on in South Africa, in
Latin America, in our own sphere of influence.
Genocide has not gone away. People are being
killed just for being people. We don't win all the
time. Sometimes we lose.
When you're commissioned to do an adaptation, you have no power. It's like you 're a
painter,and they call you in and say, "Paint the

ceiling green. " When you do that and you leave,
they may say, " No, we want it purple, " and
they'll hire a new guy to paint it purple. With
original work, it's a different ball game because
you control the work. That's why I want to start
writing a book. There is nobody between you
and the audience. The burden on the novelist is
the very freedom of the form . There are no
rules. You 're the weatherman, the wardrobe
man, the lighting man, everything. It's a
wonderful form of expression. Apropos of
nothing, I got a call the other day from an agent
who says, "Steve, I've got a terrific thing to tell
you-in one word ." I said, "What?" He says,
" Hitler." I said, "What?" He says, " Hitler. NBC
wants Hitler-the life story of Adolf Hitler. The
whole career." I said, "Gee, that's interesting."
I guess you really have to retain a sense of
humor about it. It's a crazy business. I think Billy
Wilder once said, "Movie making is the biggest
choo-choo train for adults in the world." I think
you always have to believe that you can do it.
The disappointments will happen, but some
good things wil l happen. You 'll meet a lot of
good people along the way, and a lot of vicious
people along the way. At most of the screenings
in our town-the Writers Guild screenings,
especially-e veryone goes in hoping the picture
stinks. In some strange way, if the film works, it
represents a threat to them, where the reverse
is actually true, because every good picture
generates revenue to make another movie.

Loeb: I want to hear your opinion of a picture
that's very disturbing to me-Looking for Mr.
Goodbar. Did you see it? Would you talk about
it?
Shagan: I think Brooks said to himself, ''I'm going to come down on the massage parlors and
the pornography and homosexuality and coke
sniffing, and I'm going to do it so the audience is
ice cold when they leave the theater. And I'm
going to do a political statement that puts
down everything that I hate right now. " I think
that's what he did. I don't think it has anything
to do with Judy Rossner's novel. I'm guessing
now, and I may be very unfair, but I'm guessing
that it's Dick's personal anger at a system that
he no longer relates to.
Loeb: How did you relate to the vehicle as he
constructed it?
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Shagan: ljust think it was in the horror genre. A
lot of Dick's personal anger is in that film. He's a
hell of a filmmaker. I can't criticize him. It was his
vision of that material.

define for the director or the cameraman
what's going to be seen, and how much their interpretation is going to change what is on the
page.

Question: In save the Tiger, a flower child girl

Shagan: You should be concerned with textures-details of location relevant to the
drama. If I was writing a scene to take place in
this room, I would say, "INTERIOR, CLASSROOM,
NIGHT." I might describe the look-the brown
and white walls-and I would establish what the
folks look like, their age groups, etc., as briefly as
possible, and then play whatever we're playing.
If music should be playing, I would define the
music. I would write what I hear and see as the
writer. If there were key props that I wanted to
define, I would, of course, include them.

was painted as incredibly naive. How did you
determine how far to take her?

Shagan: I can't define that foryou. ljust wanted
a girl who actually had no real past. She was to
interact with a man who was rooted in the past.
I used the name game to make the contrast. She
has only current things and he has only yesterday and neither of them has a tomorrow. That's
what I was trying to achieve. In the novel of
Tiger, the girl is really a vapid kind of girl. She's
stoned all the time and she's a day tripper. John
cast Laurie Heineman, who emanates a kind of
native intelligence I wasn't planning on, but it
worked, I think.

Question: You mentioned television a couple
of times. Aside from the obvious trick writing in
certain shows, do you find there is a difference
in approaching a good or serious TV project and
a film project?

Shagan: No, I think now you can do -some
wonderful stuff on television with this new long
form . I think Roots broke a lot of ground.
They're going to do Michener's The source, I
know, and Bob Joseph is writing that. They're
doing a thing called Holocaust, which
presumably will tell the history of the death
camps. I think that you can do good things on
television now. Hallmark Hall of Fame has
always aspired to quality. Even -with an anthology like Police Story, you can do something
meaningful if you've got something to say.

Question: Is the difference in the nature of the
medium the size of the screen?

Shagan: Certainly you can't write it as rich as
you can a movie. But by the same token, you can
be more secure that they will make your
telefilm. I mean, you'll get it on. You don't need
Bob Redford to do a TV show. So there are
plusses to television work.
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Question: we have sort of an ongoing discussion in editing now about what constitutes a
tight script-how much the scriptwriter has to

Question: Did you write the details in the opening scene of Tiger?
Shagan: Yes. Lemmon gets up, goes to the
drawer, puts on the shirt, goes to the bathroom, puts on the Benny Goodman tape. I wrote
all of that.

Question: would you do that in other scenes?
Shagan: If it was important, sure. The best
thing you can do is forget the camera. You have
to be the camera. When you start a screenplay,
imagine that you're sitting in the theater watching the film. That is the best piece of advice I
can give you. Describe what you want the
camera to see, but don't write shots. Your
mind's eye is your camera. Don't write a lot of
shots. And don't write "CUT TO"'s ... In other
words, after finishing the scene, establish the
next location as I've already described-EXTERIOR, HALLWAY, ELEVATOR, or whatever.
Don't get in the habit of putting "CUT TO"'s on
the right side. It's not done. If you want to
dissolve, go ahead, specify it, but remember
you have to use the technique carefully and for
a reason. It's really only for time-lapse. If you
don't really know how to get from one scene to
another, the dissolve isn't going to help you. If
you bear in mind that the dissolve should indicate a passage of time, or if you're doing
something sensitive that involves a montage-lovers spending a day together, let's say,
and you want to show that day in passages of
time-then one image blending into another is
justified. A good screenplay should be easy to

read. It should be clean and should be shot-free,
and not loaded up with a lot of extraneous
material. You've got to set the people very
quickly.

to know if this was the reason why you or
anyone thinks it's so hard, or is it because people don't actually write them, they just talk
about them?

Question: Turning to the actual writing itself,

Shagan: When I said they're in demand, I was
referring to screenplays that fit certain studio
requirements-that is to say, the ones that can
be cast. You go to the movies. You know who's
in the pictures. They've got to see something
on paper that makes them want to make that
picture. If you can come up with that, they'll do
the film . Or if you can get to one of the top
directors with it. They are not making a lot of
pictures, but they sure as hell are making a lot of
development deals. Now I grant you that a lot of
that stuff won't get made, but you're
employed professionally as a writer. If they
don't make it, that's their problem. You have to
take this sort of attitude about that. The need is
to get a film for Al Paci no, get a film for De Niro,
for Redford, for Stallone. Or the alternative-write a film that maybe costs
$750,000,that's got a fresh idea like American
Graffiti had in its time. woody Allen's stuff
doesn't cost that much, but he's a genius. I think
woody stands alone as an American humorist.

how long does it actually take you to do the
physical writing, and how do you actually go
about it? Do you write every day or write when
you feel like it?

Loeb: I think it's important to say that Annie

Shagan: There's no such things as waiting until
you feel like it. You hardly ever feel like it. There
are a lot of better things to do with the day than
going into that room alone. You have to do it
every day. I start about 10:00 o'clock and work
through until about 3:00 o'clock and stop. I
think you have to keep writing, even though
you think it's bad and you know it's bad.
Somehow, something there will be beneficial
the next day or a week later. I don't think you
can say, ''I'm not in the mood," because I think
that's self-defeating. Beware of writers that
talk about writing and don't write. The thing
you must do is do it. Even if it's bad, it'll get better if you keep at it. If you don't feel you need to
write, to express yourself, then for godsakes,
don't waste any more time with it because it's
brutal enough when you love it. If you don't like
it, don't do it.

Question: I didn't believe you when you said
that screenplays are in great demand. I wanted

Hall came out of a progression of work over
many years. The man has refined his craft. I
would add that the original screenplay is
something that is terribly sought afteroriginal material, that doesn't have to go
through the agony and risks of adaptation, is
sought after. I've been in the position of seeking
material, so I can authenticate what Steve has
said.

Question: I've been hearing an awful lot of pro
and con statements lately about writers who
direct their own work. I was wondering how you
felt about that.

Shagan: I think it's a question of need. If you
have a burning desire to get out there on the
floor with high-pressure people, you will do it. I
don't mean to respond simplistically, but I never
felt the necessity. Directing involves a different
patience quotient and a different talent.
Perhaps, someday, before it's all over for me, I
would like to write a little film and direct it. I
don't know. I think the guys that really want to
do it-Paul Schrader is an example-persist un39

bably the greatest American play I have ever
seen. I saw the original production with Lee J.
Cobb, Arthur Kennedy and Mildred Dunnock,
in 1948. I can only tell you that I have never
seen such a reaction in a theater before-men
wept openly at the conclusion of the play.
Salesman was written before the conglomerate corporate structure existed, and
before that time,when a gasoline bill would be
forwarded by machine and not a human being.
It was just at th~e beginning of that drift into the
stainless steel, anonymous world we're in now,
what I call the over-world of big business, big oil,
big insurance, big government. I'll never forget
that line of Willy's, "You can't treat a man like an
orange and eat the fruit and throw the peel
away .. ."
It was so pure and so human and so honest.

Salesman was about a man who could no

implied or internalized violence. Do you feel like
that is a necessary part of your writing, or that
it's a product of the culture you find yourself in
today?

longer sell and who didn't know why he was
what he was-who damaged his children, who
damaged everyone around him-not by
viciousness, but by buying an American dream
that you had to be well-liked. He bought the
myth, not the substance. In Save the Tiger,
Harry Stoner bought the wrong end of a new
American dream, that you are measured by
material things. That's why I kept playing the
line, "Nice suit, Harry," because everybody looks
at us with an exterior view, an external
measurement. I played Harry's big Lincoln, the
suit, the mortgage that was eating him up.

Shagan: I think we can only write out of our own

Question: Did you ever think that Ha rry would

til they get the chance.

Question: Did you feel you didn't need to direct
save the Tiger?
Shagan: I didn't feel I had to direct it.

Question: It seems like your films have a lot of

experience. We've all had moments when we've
been proud of ourselves, when we've acted
nobly and courageously, and we've had
moments of cowardice, violence, betrayal. All of
those things course through us. We live, we
breathe, we're part of a colossus-two hundred
twenty million people. We're all connected, in a
way, and we're all full of contradictory colors.

Question: You said that some people thought
that Tiger was somehow Communist, lefist.
Isn't that reaction similar to what Arthur Miller
received when he wrote All MV sons and Death
of a Salesman? Would you say you were influenced by Arthur Miller's work?

Shagan: No, I don't think so, except in the way
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we're all influenced by an artist's work. I respect
Miller enormously. I think that Salesman is pro-

be too similar to Loman?

Loeb: Harry perceives his dilemma. Willie never
knew who he was.

Shagan: Yes, Harry was much tougher. He was
willing to commit a felony in the end, to survive.
Survival has become our goal. Maybe the golden
past wasn 't so golden, but to Harry it
represented a more humane sense of values.

Loeb: I'd like to thank Mr. Shagan for coming. In
summing up, I'd like to say that he is a
remarkable man-possessing integrity as well
as a poetic instinct. Tiger is a marvelous piece of
work that should be with us a long time.

Shagan: Thank you, Tony. In concluding, I want

to urge all of you who want to write to find the
time. Give yourself two or three hours a day and
you will grow. Don't be defeated and don't let
anybody tell you that you can't do it, because
you can.

Feature credits
screenwriter:
Save the Tiger (producer) ... .. . ...... 1973
Hustle(basedon hisbookCityofAnge/s) .1975
voyageoftheDamned ............. 1976
NIQhtwlng ... .. . . ................ 1979
(with Bud Shrake and Martin Cruz Smith)
The Formula ..................... 1980
(produced by Mr. Shagan and
based on his novel of the same name)
These credits reflect the best information readily ava ilable to
date.
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Thaine Lyman: Bill Butler is a highly successful
cinematographer-one of the top five or six in
the business. He began in Chicago, in radio, and
moved on to television when it developed. Bill
started as a recording engineer on the great
dance band parade shows on the Mutual Network-orchestras that all of you know, like Guy
Lombardo, Lawrence Welk, and Jan Garber. At
WGN, he met Bill Friedkin, who went on to do
The Exorcist and The French connection
among others. At WGN, Bill Butler and Bill
Friedkin collaborated on a documentary, The
People vs. Paul Crump. It was very well received, and the rest is history. Friedkin was able
to make the jump to Los Angeles and Bill
Butler was soon to follow. Among Bill's cinematography credits are: one Flew over the
Cuckoo's Nest, starring Jack Nicholson and
Louise Fletcher, directed by Milos Forman·
Jaws, directed by Steven Spielberg; The con~
versation, Francis Ford Coppola; Fear on Trial,
the CBS special starring George c. Scott; and
The Execution of Private Slovik, directed by
Lamont Johnson.

Bill Butler: You can do things for television that
sometimes you can't do for a theater audience.
Sometimes you can do more meaningful
material for TV. I enjoy working in that medium.

what. He just said, "Get a camera ready." I knew
the actors he wanted reactions from, so I
wandered over, pretending to be lining stuff up
for the next take. As I went by the one operator,
I said, "Turn around and just get me a shot of
these guys, if they react to what's about to happen."
What Johnson did was set off all of these blood
bags on the actor, and the guy started screaming as if it had fouled up and he was really hurt.
Everybody reacted honestly because they
thought it was really an accident. What we got
on film, Johnson never could have directed per
se. He could never have gotten that degree of
reality if he had prepared it conventionally. The
problem in that kind of situation is whether to
shoot short bursts or go for coverage. Your
mind is revving, and the tendency is to rush
your takes. That's a mistake a novice
cameraman will make. Often he will not get
enough for cutting purposes. It takes a lot of
nerve to be steady in those circumstances. You
have to be very selective and very cool.

Loeb: How involved do you get with the
material that you do? I think there's a large
curiosity in film school regarding the contribution a cinematographer will make-his part in
the formation of concept.

Lyman: The conversation, which Bill did, was
an Academy Award nominee in several
categories. He did Grease. He did Capricorn

One, Lipstick, The Bingo Long Traveling Al/Stars, etc.
Anthony Loeb: How is Lamont Johnson to
work with? He did one on one, which I liked.
Butler: He's a wonderful guy, an excellent director. He knows every phase of directing. He uses
some startling techniques to get reactions out
of people. When it came time to do the execution of Private Slavik, he loaded the actor up
with hits, little charges. These charges are set
~ehin~ blood bags, and when they blow up
right, it's really a mess. So the actor's whole
chest was loaded with these blood bags, and
under that he wore a rather heavy piece of
clothing that protected him from the concussion which, though small, is enough to blow a
~ole in the cloth in front. Johnson said, ''I'm going to do something." He didn't tell me exactly
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Butler: I like to work with directors who like to
sit down before we make a film, and discuss the
philosophy of the film and what it should look
like. We may go to museums and look at paintings or someone's work or a book of someone's
work. We will unquestionably screen a lot of
footage by other filmmakers, other directors,
other cameramen, and discuss what we did like
and what we did not like about that work until

we both understand what's in the other
person's mind. You cannot communicate well
with words when you're speaking of a visual image that someone has in mind. It's very hard to
describe, almost impossible. And when you're
working as I like to do, you try to get on film
what the director has in his gut, as well as what
he has in his mind. So you have to find out what
the man's all about. To some extent you have to
psychoanalyze him.
I am fortunate to have a mechanical aptitude
and an artistic background, and I try to blend
them together and make them work for me.
But in order for me to work well, I have to be
working in a congenial atmosphere. Nothing
creative can really come out of you if you're not
in a creative atmosphere. But when you're with
someone like Coppola or Friedkin, and it's all
bursting loose, then you can let it all out and do
your thing .
If you don't understand the director, if you
don't have a direction to go in, you will fail.
Creative people, when they get together, won't
work well unless they literally get married and
are of one mind. This has happened to me a few
times. It certainly happened to me when I was
working with Francis, and the results of that all
just added and grew, because every idea that he
had I was on top of. You get to the point where
you do not have to talk to one another. Once
you've done your homework, far in advance of
shooting, you can go out there feeling secure.
You know the images you want and what you're
reaching for.
Haskell Wexler started shooting The conversation with Francis, and the very opposite of what
I'm talking about took place. They're both
highly creative people. Haskell is a wonder. The
things he does I admire very much. But he was
off doing his thing and Francis had another idea
altogether. They were not together on it, so
they had to part company. Francis called me
because I had worked with him on Rain People.
He said, "It's all coming apart at the seams. Have
you finished your show? Could you come up?" I
said, "Well, if Haskell and you are splitting, and
it's all over, let me come up and talk to you and
find out what it's all about and see if there's any
possibility." So I went up to see Coppola, and he
was depressed. It looked like he was carrying the

world on his shoulders. I said, "Well, to start
with, you're too serious about all of it. It's got to
be fun or it isn't worth doing." He's rich enough
that he doesn't have to suffer that way. So I
said, "Hey, Francis, loosen up. If you can have
some fun with this thing, then I'm game to
come in and see what I can do. We've got to get
so we can talk to one another."
Gene Hackman was every bit as depressed as
Francis was. He sat for eight hours one day while
Haskell lit a set. An actor can't sit for eight hours
and then do his thing. It's all right if you say, "It's
going to take eight hours, come in later." That's
OK, that's cool. He'll come in, he'll come up for
his part, and he'll do it. But the type of part that
Gene Hackman was playing in conversation
was very heavy. I've got to admire an actor who
can carry it off to the extent that it just
permeates the crew and everybody around
him. He played this character with a lot of
power. I don't know what it does to an actor's
mind to be able to do that.
So we were able to get the ideas down firmly in
mind before we started. The show really hadn't
gotten into any principal scenes and Coppola
wasn't hesitant about throwing away any old
material. I got the vision firmly in mind that he
was trying to put forward. I felt I could contribute, so I took on the task and it went very
well. It was a good shoot and it was a happy
thing. Gene Hackman also let up. He bought a
still camera that he played with all the time.
Remember, if you don't set the pace going in,
and if you feel friction going in, and it's not happening, you're better off to say an early goodbye than to try and suffer through it.
Lyman: Bill, you once indicated that every
director really has only one approach to film
and he uses that approach in every movie he
does.

Butler: I'm sure there are people who would
argue that, but I think so. I hold the theory, and
it's only a theory, that each director has really
one thing to say. And I look for that in him.
Maybe something happened in his childhood or
something went wrong or maybe there's
something he's trying to yell out to the people.
He'll do different films, different plays, but
somehow, he'll get around to saying what it is
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that he has to say in each one of the films. Taste
is not such a variable.
As for Coppola and Rain People, we shot it all
the way across the country. We started in New
York and ended up in Nebraska. This was a show
where we all just piled in cars and we drove
along until we saw a location that we liked. They
had someone driving ahead of us who would
say, "Hey, this looks pretty good." They scouted
up and down. It was very loose-ended, very
creative. Francis is a man who takes a big gamble. I mean, he's a high roller. When you play
with him, you're playing those kinds of stakes
that he likes to play. He'll chance anything that
he thinks is a good idea. You've got to be able to
do that. If you can't roll in that style, you don't
want to play with this man. One scene was written for an automobil e accident. We knew we
would be driving a lot, and we knew we would
see an accident, and we wanted to pile out of
the car and shoot the accident. We had a scene
to play in it. Well, we never did run into an
automobil e accident.
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What we ran across in Virginia was a coal mine
accident with a hundred men trapped
underground. I had never seen a scene like this
before in my life. This was real. We flew a hundred miles to that location with Shirley Knight,
who was pregnant and sick at the time. We flew
in a little bouncy airplane and she had her head
in my lap. When we got there, in a light rain, the
rescue operation was underway. Guys with their
helmets on are working in the mines and their
faces are black with coal. It looked like Cecil B.
DeMille had lit the scene up. There was a little

bunch on this hill over here; down lower was a
group over there. The composition was out of
sight. I knew there was something strange
about it and it took me a moment to figure it
out. What was strange about it was that there
were probably a thousand people standing
around looking at the opening in this mine and
there wasn't a sound. Nobody was saying
anything. It was like being at a funeral, and all
you could hear was the pump echoing in the
opening of the mine shaft. This was enough to
knock you over alone, and we shot the scene.
We put our people against the real background.
And you know what? The scene never made the
movie. something about it didn't work. I don't
remember exactly what. That's the way it is.
Sometimes, though, you're really fighting the
tide, trying to keep from drowning, and you
can't be too creative when you're doing that. I
can't really explain it better than to say that
sometimes I feel that it's almost impossible to
do anything well. The odds can be against you.
Even if everyone is pulling for a film, the odds
are high. Even if everything 's going for you,
you're still going to push to get any kind of shot.
There's something very difficult about it. When
we were on Deliverance, we were literally climbing up the side of a mountain to get a shot, and
there was a snake waiting for us, and we had to
wait until he left before we could set the
camera up. The snake went under a rock, and
then ten more people came down and stepped
on that rock, and I kept saying to them, "You
know, there's a snake under there." And they'd
say, "Well, we don't care." I'd say, " OK, but don't
jump if you see him because it's a thousand feet
straight down." The problems that you're working against, sometime s,just to get one shot, are
enormous. But you're up there just because
that shot's necessary. It's very, very exciting.
Let me mention, while I remember, that I
worked on The Godfather, but I was not the
cinematographer. The director of photography who really set the style for that picture was
Gordon Willis. Gordon Willis and I are friends,
and I've known him since he first started in the
business. We both started with a certain
lighting technique that he has made famous
since then. I abandoned it because he got so
good at it. I don't want to copy someone else. He
knew that I could handle The Godfather. He
left it because he went on to another picture

and there were portions of it to be shot some
six months later. Again, I worked for Francis,
whom I knew well. It's really fun to come in and
try to match another man's material, if it's a
friend, and Gordon is a friend. To come in and
match another man's footage is an artistic and
technical challenge, especially with Godfather,
because Gordon was doing some really gutsy,
way-out stuff.

Loeb: What is the duty of the cinematograph-

Question: Then how do you maintain an emotional connection?

Butler: I live on emotion. The limitation is that if
I let my emotions go too high, and they very
often do, I blow my cool. You can't do that.

Loeb: How do you get along with your wife
when you're that high?

Butler: It's tough to go home and come down.

er?

Question: A lot of students here are TV majors
and they want to express themselves by
operating a camera.

Butler: I did work in television. I gave my life to
that industry. I started at WBKB downtown
when they were Balaban and Katz, when they
were the only station in town-I mean the only
one. There were no commercial stations.
Nobody was here. And they weren't on the air
because the station hadn't been built yet. I
worked at WIND radio at night, falling asleep
because I was spending my days wiring up this
TV station. You talk about being hyped on
television. I wanted it to be the greatest. one
day it kind of all froze over. Then I went to film.

Question: conversation, Fear on Trial, and
cuckoo's Nest all deal with social injustice, the
male struggle, and alienation. Were those
themes of particular interest to you in choosing
to work those films?

Butler: OK, let me tell you what I honest to God
really do. What I really do is come on a set and
deal with a lot of people. The man who frames
up the pictures is my operator. Naturally, I tell
him the composition that I want. Naturally, I
have picked a man who has my taste. Yes, I do
make decisions about where the shot goes,
should we dolly, should we pan, etc. Most important, I deal with the lighting man who's going to
set my lights. I deal with the grip who has to
make a device so that I can dolly in and go under
a thing and come around. I deal with the special
effects man, making sure his stuff looks right.
Do you see what I'm trying to say to you? It's not
all just going out there and making big artistic
decisions and being an artist. Mostly, what
you're trying to do is get the work out of people
like the focus puller who, if he misses, ruins the
shot.

Butler: I think so. I'll go into it if you want me to. I
grew up around an institution for the insane. I
understood cuckoo's Nest inside out. I had
seen the play many times. I knew what it was
about and I knew it was funny. It wasn't snake
Pit. That wasn't what the play was about. I know
what snake pits are like-exactly like the institution where my parents once worked. While
there wasn't a member of the family committed there, they were working there. I knew as a
small child what nutty people were like. so I
understood cuckoo's Nest.
Milos Forman, the director, is a Czechoslovakian
who speaks French fluently, but doesn't speak
English too well. That's difficult when you're trying to work for a director who can't communicate in words. He would try to tell you or
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the actors somethin g and get frustrate d
because he couldn't communicate, and the actors would think he was mad at them. I saw it
happen a lot of t imes. Many times I simply had
to step in and go-betw een-and often with Jack
Nicholson, whom I knew well. Nicholson directed
Drive, He Said, and I shot that picture for him.
so I knew Jack very well. He and I are close
friends. He's probably one of my greatest
critics. Of all the people who watch what I do and
give me hell when I do it badly, Jack Nicholson is
first on the list. When he needles you, you've
had it because you know that he knows what
he's talking about. And the opposite is true.
When I told him he did a scene badly, he did it
badly, because I'm not going to be quick to open
my mouth to an expert. Nicholson, in my
estimation, is a great actor, but occassionally
he'll miss. Remember the scene where he gets
drunk and sleeps all night under the window?
Well , when he did it, he woke up too fast and
read the lines to Fletcher, full of energy. His
recovery was too fast, unreal. I said, "Wait a
minute ... " so we walk away. We had shot the
scene, the director bought it. Jack said, "What's
this?" I said, "I don't believe it." I explained why.
He went away and thought about it for a while.
Half an hour later he came back and said,
"You're right." so we shot the scene over. At
least we had that kind of relationship where we
could be honest together .
It was importan t that I did not overstep with
Milos. It was importan t to understand him. I had
heard a lot about the man and I had to find out
what he was like in zero time. As I see it, the
Czechoslavakian idea of making film would be
to set a camera in the middle of the street and
turn it on, then walk away and leave it, and
come back when the film runs out. Whatever
walked in front of the camera at the time would
be honest and appropri ate. I may be exaggerating a little, but I'm trying to get an idea
across to you. Milos' idea of filmmaki ng would
approach that kind of philosophy. Coming to
Hollywood had to be difficult for him. He had no
empathy at all for our method of filmmaking.
I'm sure this hindered the relationship between
him and Haskell. But you have to understand,
not judge. You have to understand what the
man has inside, as I said before. To find out, I
screened some of the footage that Milos shot
for Pieces of Eight, the film on the Olympic
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games. He used maybe eleven cameras in this
sequence . He shot bushel baskets full of film . I
said to myself, "If he threw away everythin g
else and this is what he picked, this has to give
me a pretty good clue to his taste." I learned, I
was able to work for him.
Loeb: Bill, what about improvisation? How do
you deal, as a cameraman, with a situation that
is not pre-planned?

Question: We've got a running discussion go-

ing in editing class about what constitut es a
tight script, what the scriptwr iter writes in-his
impressions, his visualizations of the sceneand where the director and the cinematographer start interpret ing personally.

Butler: OK, let me kind of start at the top and

work my way down, if I may. First of all, some
directors work very, very ad lib. Irvin Kershner
is one of them. I did Raid on Entebbe with him .
When he goes out there, it doesn't matter what
the set-up is, it doesn't matter what the script
says. There are no rules with him . If you go on
the floor with him, you must be very flexible. I
happen to love Irvin Kershner. He and I work
wel I together . As long as someone respects
what I do and I respect what he does, that's all
that I can ask. Irvin Kershner will change the setup ten times while you're talking about it, and it
drives the people crazy who work for you . As I
said a while ago, most of what I do is deal with
those personalities, and I try to keep cool. As
long as I stay cool, as long as I give them the feeling that I know what I'm going to do, they'll
follow me and they'll be OK. In the mechanical
end, I run the ship. A crew can get very shook up
from what's going on. If you let that happen,
you lose control, and everythin g is control in
film . The more you gain control of everything-th e actor, the situation, the equipment,
whateve r it is-the more you get resu Its. When
it gets out of control, then it's all chance. Then
you're not getting what you want. Somebody
like Irvin Kershner will take an idea that the
scriptwr iter puts down, and when you get
through with it, it's the opposite of what's in
the script. In this case, we're talking about a raid
that actually took place, in fact. The Israelis
aren't going to tell you what happened. They'd
be giving away their best secrets. We sent men
to Israel to find out. We talked to people who

were there. They all lied to us and we knew it.
They wouldn't tell us the truth, because if they
did, they'd be giving secrets away. So Irvin
Kershner had to sit down and figure out what
probably happened. He had to figure possibilities. He made many changes in the script, but he
came out closer to the truth, I think, than any
films of the incident that I saw, and there were
several that dealt with Entebbe.

Loeb: How was Spielberg and the experience of
working with a really young man who is so on
the line?

Butler: I love to work with younger directors. I
can't tell you why. Maybe because I'm as old as
the moon, and young minds seem alive and imaginative. If you work with a director who has
done it a lot, he knows how it's done, and there's
an edge taken off. I especially loved working
with Spielberg. I've been lucky to work with the
younger directors-Spie lberg, Coppola,
Friedkin. They're getting older now, too.
They're all getting around thirty or over. I
started working with them when they were
about twenty-seven. Spielberg is now twentyeight, twenty-nine.

Lyman: Bill, I'm just going to refer to the statement that Jaws was saved by the editing. What
was your part as cinematographer?

Butler: I'll do the best I can with that. Verna
Fields was the editor. She's a very experienced
and a very capable editor. She's a wonderful
Jewish mother. She refers to herself as "the
mother cutter." I have to give you that ground
work so that you understand her. I love her. She
is kind of like the older woman who sees herself
taking the young boy in hand to show him how
to make a film. She loves to do that. I was the
third party in this. She worked with Spielberg,
but I made the pictures for the two of them . So
my relationship in this triangle was one of simply trying to make the greatest shots that I could.
My contribution artistically in Jaws related to
the fact that Spielberg had never shot a picture
on water. I had experience with that. I had
worked on Deliverance and I had learned some
things. I had shot on the ocean, and no cinematographer at Universal had done that. I went
through some really hard times at Universal,
going up in the big black tower and arguing

with friends of mine there. They couldn't
understand why I wanted to make some apparently strange objects, and haul them three
thousand miles across the United States and
out into the ocean. I said, " Well, you guys
haven't shot on the ocean and you don't know
what it's all about. And I have to sit here with my
imagination before I ever leave home, and when
I get there, I can't get what I need. I can't go
there and figure out what I've got to have. I've
got to figure it out here." I laid it all out on paper
before I left. One thing I took that shook them a
little was a huge front projection screen . The
scene it was to be used for was finally cut out of
the picture. I also took specially built floats so
that I could shoot at water level. My feeling was
that psychologically, if I kept the water right
under the lens through as much of the picture
as I could, it would affect the way people would
feel the film. The fact that the shark is right
under the water, that close, had to be interpreted . Another thing that I did was to handhold the camera all the way through. In the old
days, if you were to shoot on the ocean, you'd
use a gimbal. It weighs a ton. I carried one
around on cuckoo's Nest and never took it out
of the box. It was too much to handle. But if you
will hand-hold the picture and use your body to
stay with the motion, you can hold the horizon
dead-steady. I had a great operator and he was
good at it, so we ended up hand-holding the
whole picture. Spielberg, when he heard about
it before we left home, said, "No, no way. We're
going to nail the camera down. That's the way I
want it." Steve can be very insistent about what
he wants. I said, " Yeah, Steve, but that won't
work." That kind of game went on. When we got
out there, he realized that when it's nailed
down, you're seasick in five seconds. You can't
stand it. So we ended up hand-holding the
camera .

Question: Have you ever used Simulscene Vision, and what do you think about it? I assume
it's an electronic camera used in conjunction
with an electric viewfinder. It was used on

Valentino.
Loeb: I think it's a tape running simultaneously

with the film so that they see instant playbacks.

Butler: They put a little television tube into the
eyepiece, because now nearly all the cameras
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are reflex, and you feed it to a set, a TV monitor.
Usually it's used by somebody who's an actor-d irector, like Warren Beatty, who wants to
evaluate his performance.

Loeb: One of the scenes in Jaws that moved me
the most was the scene in which Robert Shaw
and the trio get high, and the Shaw character
talks about the men who were in the war and in
the water, eaten by sharks.
Butler: It was the turning point of the picture.

Loeb: Could you describe the sequence and tell
us how long it took to do that?
Butler: There is no relationship between the
original script and what final ly ended up on the
screen in Jaws. They'd be writing at night for
the next day. All the actors would get together
at Spielberg's house, and I'd go there for dinner
each night after we shot. It was actually a very
creative kind of thing . We'd all gather around
the table, and it was loose, and they'd be thinking about what they had shot that day-what
worked and what didn't. The scene you speak of
came up out of Shaw's personal experience 1
think. He may have been there. We shot it in the
daytime, incidentally. It was day-for-night. I took
the windows of the ship and just put neutral
gels on them, and got the sky down to where
you can just barely see the water outside to give
some motion to it. Otherwise, I used just a couple of simple lights. Shaw's a great drinker. He
wanted to get loaded to do the scene and he
did. Then the rest of the actors fell (nto the
thing. It was the first time on that picture that
the three actors got close enough together so
that you really felt they cared about one
another. When it was over, I told Spielberg, "OK,
we've got it made." When you' re shooting a
film, you don't know whethe r it's going to work
or not. When you 're on top, you can't see the
for~st for the trees. After that scene that night,
I said to Steve, " You 've got it made. It just happened ." And he agreed with me. So he went
back and shot it again with Shaw sober, and intercut the two.

Loeb: You were into long takes then, I would
gather.
Butler: Oh, yeah, full mags.
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Loeb: That sequence plays how long, would you
say?
Butler: A good five.

Loeb: How much footage would you say you exposed for the two takes?
Butler: Anthony, I really don't count. I'd have to
take a guess, and I really don't know. One thing I
don't do, is I don't count film-good, bad, or indifferent. I don't know how much I shoot a day. 1
don't know how much film I shoot. When I start
doing that, then I'm not doing what I want to do
and I don't know whether it's right or wrong. 1
lost a job once because of that attitude.

Loeb: What I'm getting at is the complication of
a simple sequence which was shot, evidently,
twice and consumed an enormous amount of
time and has a delicacy. And it's interesting to
me how you retain the tone, how one retains
even the basic lighting scheme on two occasions.
Butler: Every one of the things you've mentioned is difficult, but very important. How an actor

can go in there and do the same words-and I've
seen them do it twenty times and more-I
swear to God, I don't know how they do it. I've
seen an actress like Karen Black, working on
Drive, He Said. Jack Nicholson was directing it,
and he had Karen Black go into a very heavy
scene. She was supposed to be heavy with this
guy because she was very much in love with
him, and she went into this very heavy scene
because she was really teed off at the guy. She
did the scene, and Jack said, "I want you to go into it again and come out happy." How in the hell
do you do that? She did it just like that. She
didn't even rehearse. Think about it-nothing.
She went into it doing the same heavy thing.
Then she turned it around in the middle of the
scene, came out of it, and, good God, I couldn't
believe it. There's a lady who is full of talent. I
have great respect for Karen Black.

Loeb: Do you think you're going to do it?

Loeb: What do you do if you see a scene that

Loeb: How will you deal with actors?

doesn't work?
Butler: You're not involved if you don't speak
up. You must be very aware of what your
responsibilities are and cover them. But you
don't care about what you're doing if you don't
speak up. If you see a scene that doesn't work,
you'll turn and shake your head to the director,
and that director, if he's any director at all, will
shoot it over right then and there because he
will respect you that much. If you do a shot, and
he looks at you and says, "Pretty corny with
that dolly and that pan," you'll change that
because you know that he's got good taste. You
know you've done something wrong. You're not
right a hundred percent of the time. so if there
isn't that kind of give and take, you're involved
in the wrong project. Sometimes I get on the
wrong pictures, but if you work with someone you respect, he will listen to you,
you bet your life. Or he may say, "I know it
doesn't seem to work, but I've got my reasons,"
and you let it go because you respect him.
Loeb: It's really an extraordinary testament to

the collaboration that happens in filmmaking.
You're really talking about the interchange of
ideas in a complete way.
Butler: I live ninety-nine percent of the time in a
fantasy world. I kid you not. I'm not here to put
anybody on. When you are making fantasy, and
you're doing it for a living, you do many pie-

tu res, one after another, after another. If you
don't watch out, you lose track of what's real
and what isn't.
Loeb: Do you want to direct?

Butler: Yeah. I've been offered several chances
to direct, but it just never worked out.

Butler: I've been offered pictures to direct by
some very important people in the business,
and I have said, "No." First, I wanted to do my
thing well. I now want to direct and I will. I've had
three or four scripts lately come my way, and
most of them I've turned down because they
haven't been good enough. If I get a good script,
lwill.

Butler: I've learned a lot from a lot of very good
people. How can you go to school under better
people than Coppola, Friedkin, Spielberg? You
can't pay for those kinds of classes, in all due
respect.
Lyman: Bill, will you describe to them The Raid

on Entebbe-how you constructed the airport
and how you approached the cinematography?
Butler: What they did was rebuild an air terminal exactly like the one in Uganda. You may
remember that when the hostages were taken
off the airplane, they put them in this terminal
and kept them there. The raid then took place
with airplanes flying about four to five thousand miles from Israel, landing in Uganda with
the commandoes. Anyway, the building in question was two or three stories, and it had towers
on both ends-quite a large structure to be put
up for a set, but that was the principal set. I
went to the set director and said, "I do not want
you to put a roof on it because I want to light
the set with natural light." Well, he didn't do it
exactly as I asked, but when I got my crew in
there, I saw to it that I got it the way I wanted. I
simply let the daylight light the set, because
there was no way I could have taken the time to
light it. Besides, it was better that way. It was
very realistic and a very natural way to light the
set. It's something they used to do years ago in
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filmmaking. They used to have the sets turn
and follow the sun, as a matter of fact. They
used to silk over the whole set, and when they
didn't have the lights, they used the sun-a very
simple solution to a very difficult task. I did that
on this particular show, and I think that my
fellow cameramen realized that that was an
unusual thing to do. This brings to me the subject of awards. I don't think they have much
credibility. I thought that Jaws should have
received a nomination for the director, and
Spielberg didn't get a nomination of any kind.
For photography that year, there was nothing
up against it worth mentioning, hardly. Not only
wasn't it nominated, but it wasn't even among
the ten to be considered for nomination. That is
ridiculous. The day-for-night footage alone in
Jaws, which was done on water, is the most difficult kind of day-for-night footage there is to
shoot, and I pulled it off. I'm not trying to brag
about what I did, because I know what I did. One
thing you have to do is know when your own
work is good, and you have to know when your
own work is bad. You don't listen to anybody
else because people will pat you on the back for
the wrong things and pump you up when they
shouldn't.

Loeb: Describe the process of doing day-fornight on the water.

Butler: First of all, when you 're doing day-fornight on land, you try to avoid the sky, because
shooting up at the sky shows you there's
daytime. You can never get it dark enough. You
can try and polarize it and make it dark, but it's
kind of a phony thing. It's never as black as you'd
like to have it. so what you do is avoid it, and
then you use the sun, and you expose down to
where the sun looks like it's moonlight and the
shadows go to black, so it looks like night. And
you put a bright light in the window, and look at
it and say, "Hey, there's a night scene with a
light in the window and a little moonlight on the
ground." You do this when you have wide shots
that you can't possibly light. It's a trick every
cameraman knows how to do. When you go on
the ocean, there is no way you can avoid the sky.
It's up there and you have to shoot it. Now, how
do you get it to turn dark? Do you try to polarize
it with white clouds popping out? No way. I was
watching some old footage of Connie Hall's. He
succeeded on the water in some cases, partly in

52

others, missed in some. He did it about five different ways on a picture called Hell in the
Pacific. One time he hit it right on the nose and
it was beautiful, because Connie is one beautiful
photographer. I said, "There's the way to do it."
So when we went to Martha's Vineyard, there
was a strange weather condition there that
they call the Northeasterner. They get a lowlevel dark cloud up there that comes across the
horizon, and the sky up above is open. In other
words, you get a bright sunshiny sky up above,
but along the edge will come this dark huge
cloud that will cover the whole horizon. Every
time that happens, you just turn the camera
around, expose it down, and you've got it made.
It's that simple. It's just a simple little trick. I
would only shoot my day-for-night footage
under those conditions. You learn the weather.
And I made an agreement with the production
department that would allow me to go out
every morning early, because this situation existed only in the morning, consistently during a
certain period. We were there for six months,
and I would go out and shoot until that cloud
situation left, getting a little bit of the day-fornight footage each day until we had it made. I
know for a fact that cameramen see some of
the footage and they think there was a trick
done in the lab. They know an optical house
took it and did a trick with it. Not so.
On the West coast there's a feeling about
lighting, that you try to get it as natural as possible. Gordon Willis has gone so far with natural
lighting that it's unnatural. In other words,
when you go in with your eye, you see more
than his camera sees. He's gutsy. There's no one
that's got more guts than Willis, and there's no
one with more class and more feel. But he has
gone so far with his style that it turns a lot of
people off, because pretty soon you 're straining at the screen. You can't really see.
I like the stuff coming out of Sweden, and I like a
lot of things coming out of Italy and France. I like
a lot of the feelings that I get from those fi Ims. I
don't try to emulate the films done in this country. I did at one time. I used to study Connie Hall
quite thoroughly, and Bill Fraker. When I was
learning, I was a student of all of those, including Haskell Wexler. I thought Haskell Wexler
was the greatest black and white photographer
I ever saw. He did America, America, Elia

Kazan's film.

Loeb: What kind of look is European? Is that
Lelouch?

Butler: It is very pretty and very real-a combination of those two things. Light that comes
in and strikes wood and has a tone to it; a room
that has tone to it and beauty in it. There must
be some beauty. I don't want to make McCabe
and Mrs. Miller. That's not my taste. If I shot
McCabe and Mrs. Miller, there would have
been richness in the scenes. It would have felt
like it was done through double gauze.
If I were to pick a painter that I loved, it would be
Turner. I don't know who dealt with light better
than he. There are a lot of painters I like.

Loeb: What about film? What films have you

him what his painting is about, he'll avoid the
subject and begin to talk about music, because
he used to conduct. When he gets through,
you've got ten hours of what his painting is all
about. It's not what his painting is about at all.
Don't ever try to ask the artist what he's trying
to say, because he doesn't know. But that
doesn't mean he isn't doing it.

Question: would you like to do a documentary,
direct a documentary?

Butler: I did so many documentaries in this
town. I did nothing in Chicago but make
documentaries, when I was here. Paul crump
shut off the electric chair for a guy. That's pretty heavy. If you want to know where the power
is, it's in documentaries, if you want to say
something . But nobody makes documentaries
with much meaning anymore, that I have seen.

found that are extraordinary?

Loeb: Harlan county.
Butler: Citizen Kane has been imitated so
much that it's like looking at a lakefront that's
absolutely beautiful, but after you look at it so
long, the edge is gone. Citizen Kane was great
in its day. The man was twenty years ahead of
his time when he did it. Everybody has copied
him so many times, that I can't get high on Kane
right now because that's yesterday's newspaper.

Butler: Yeah, people sort of find one another. If
you're making documentaries and they're
about strong subjects, the films find you, if you
know what I mean. I used to get all those. I did
one on religion for CBS here in town, and we
won the first Emmy that a Chicago TV station
ever received.

Question: This is sort of a two-fold question
Question: You mentioned earlier that you
believe each director has one statement to
make with whatever movie he makes. This may
be a difficult question for you, but you also said
that you would like to direct someday. I am
wondering if you have ever given any thought
to what theme you would deal with.
Butler: I've given it a lot of thought.
Question: Do you know what it is and can you
share it?

Butler: No, not exactly. I maybe know what it is
not, but I'm not sure I know what it is. I know
some of what it is. I guess as well as I know
myself, I know what it is. Yes, I have given it
thought. I've asked myself that very question. It
is very difficult to answer and not important
that I do. If you go talk to an artist-there is an
artist in this town I used to know well-and ask

that involves directing. In a movie, does a director basically involve himself with the actors, or
with the actors and the scene plotting? How
does the cinematographer fit in exactly? Also,
how does a director feel when other people offer suggestions? Is it a blow to his ego, to his
creativity?

Butler: It depends on how well oriented the
man is. It depends how secure he is. If he is a very
secure director, he will encourage participation.
He's simply going to use your ideas and go with
them. That's what I'd do with his ideas. If he
gives me a good idea, I'm going to use it so I'll
look good on the screen. If you're smart, you'll
feed on the other guy because you're not going
to think of everything . If it's something you
can't use, you're going to throw it out. That
goes for either side. As far as the director getting involved with the actors-yes, that is his
bailiwick, and yes, that is what he should do, and
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yes, he would be smart to let the
cinematographer cover the scene. But no, they
don't all do that. It is ambiguous. Some directors
are or were superb cameramen. I've worked
with people that are better camermen than I'll
ever be. But that wasn't all they wanted to do,
so they don't really compete with me. Let me
give you an example. Francis Ford Coppola is a
mechanical genius. The guy loves machines. He
knows every lens made. He knows the camera
better than I know it. If you leave him alone, he
could shoot the picture. He doesn't need me, except he's too busy to shoot the picture and he
wouldn't be smart if he tried . If I were to
become a director, I would hire a very good
cameraman. I wouldn't try to do my own. Fraker
directed a picture. He was very smart. He took
his operator and boosted him up to D.P., and let
his guys do their own thing. He didn't interfere
with them, because I was on the set when he
was shooting. He was very smart. He let them
do their thing and he did his.
Loeb: In that regard, there is a lot of talk about
styles-a cinematographer imposing a style.
Scorsese is someone who seems to me to impose, even to do injury to his stories. For you, as
a cinematographer, is the style suggested by
the material?
Butler: Definitely. The material should dictate
the style, not vice versa.
Question: What do you think about transferring video tape to film?
Butler: First of all, the video image has a certain
character all its own. I'm sure that's what you're
talking about. It doesn't look like film, does it. It
has a radiance partly due to the fluorescent
nature of the TV tube that projects it, and partly due to the electronic tube on which the image is produced. It has a certain burst of energy
that artistically affects the picture you get. It's
different from film and it does give you a different feeling. You look at a live show, and for
some reason it has a different feeling to it than
a film show. Once in a while, someone will get
good and they'll come close. My feeling is that
when they get the image up to a thousand lines
or better in a camera, as well as in the image
transfer, you're going to see some things happen . The electron tube, especially in the
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cameras they're making now, has a straight-line
response. The more light you give it, the more it
puts out. It will go through the roof. It just keeps
putting out. Film doesn't do that. Film has a bottom curve to it. You drop below that, and it goes
to black and it climbs up and it rounds off the
top. so what you're doing, in effect, is compressing everything you see into a certain little
gamma-ray range, and that's it. It's a compression, and that has an effect upon the picture-the grays, and the blacks, and the
amount in between. And when you 're playing
with film day in and day out, you get very good
at that. You know right where you're riding, up
and down that little curve. You put it where you
want it for the effect you want. It's going to affect the look of the picture. Connie Hall, for instance, will work way up on the top end of that
curve. He blows it at the top and then prints it
down to wash out the color. That's his technique of washing out the color. Someone else
will do something else.
Loeb: What did Willis do?
Butler: Gordon Willis, on The Godfather, was
underexposing, and then just coloring the film,
toning the film . By keeping the exposure low, all
the shadow areas take rich color. On the second
Godfather, he used technicolor. He used the
technicolor three-strip machine, which makes

separation negatives from the film, enabling
control in the black and white negative
material. He wou Id control the colors. That's the
only way he could get that particular feeling in
color in the second show, which was much better. He can no longer do that unless he goes to
China, because they sent the machine to China.

That's glamour for you. Anyway, there is an excitement that revs you up, gives you the
adrenalin to do it. Unfortuna tely, a lot of actors
and a lot of the people in Hollywood get on pills
and uppers and stuff to keep their energy up.
That's a bad scene. It's a fast road. The track is
fast.

Question: You mentioned tonight about running into the middle of a picture with your track
shoes on, replacing Haskell Wexler. I would like
to know, how often have you had the chance to
get in, in the early pre-production stages of a
picture and really collaborate with the director?

Lyman: Bill, there are a lot of people in this city
who were the same age, at the same stage of
developm ent as you were ten or twenty years
ago, and who were presumably equipped with
talent and education. Certainly they were
motivated and could have gone on to the West
Coast and could have conceivably done what
you did. Why is it that you were able to do it and
others weren't?

Butler: I've only replaced other people two
times. It's really kind of a shame to even mention it because it happened with friends, and
could happen to me tomorrow. To replace people you know is not a happy experience, believe
me. It has only happened twice. On all the other
pictures I've done, I've gone in at the top and
done my thing.
Question: How early do you get involved with a
picture?
Butler: That varies. No less than two weeks
ahead of time, sometimes a month ahead of
time, sometimes longer. I had a week between
Grease and the picture I'm on now. I had two
weeks of preparation after that week, but I had
only a few days off, which is too fast. That's very
hard on you. You can't work that hard.
Loeb: How do you stay alert? One of the things I
find in shooting film is that often cameramen
are just simply exhausted or not in condition.
They're working too much, they're working too
consistently, they're not sharp.
Butler: Well, I'm a workaholic, or I couldn't do
what I do. And there's an excitemen t about
making film. If you really are excited about it, no
matter how dead you are at the end of the day,
you crawl out at 5:00 or 6:00 o'clock the next
morning. Everybody thinks it's glamorous. We
started making Rain People, and Coppola had
this sequence where Shirley Knight was constantly taking showers. I was constantly nude in
the shower with Shirley, getting the camera
wet, and myself, shooting all these nude scenes,
and none of them ever showed up in the film.

Butler: The best I can do is tell you what I think
are some of the elements that help a person.
First of all, you've got to have the desire. I can
remember when I was a very small chi Id growing
up in a little town in Iowa. I'm a Midwesterner.
Somehow, I remember admiring the cinematographers working in the big studios out in L.A.
Where I got this idea, I don't know. This idea was
lying so low in my consciousness that I was not
even aware of it. It was not a conscious thought.
I never had a conscious thought that I would go
to Hollywood and try to be a cinematographer.
This was so far out of any really honest consideration, that it was no more than a slight
dream, and not even that. But I did have it way,
way back there like a great idea, but not
something I'd ever try. I didn't even study film. I
went into radio. I wasn't even headed in the
right direction. I spent twenty years in the electronics business before I left WGN to go into
film, before I ever shot a foot of film. When I did
get headed in that direction, there was very little that would have stayed in my way. I sold my
home, which I had purchased here, took that
money, went to the coast, hired a lawyer, and
broke into the union out there. If you think
that's easy, I swear to you that it is not. Every
cent that I had put into that house went down
the drain the first year, to stay alive. The lawyer
was on the cuff. I finally did get the ticket into
the union and paid him back in a year. But who is
willing to do that? I talk to guys who want to go
out there and want to do what I'm doing, or
something like that, and they're afraid to give
up their apartment , let alone try to live for a
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year with nothing in sight, or just cold turkey,
and go out there and free-lance.
Loeb: You 're talking about what we call drive.
There's almost a mystical quality to the word.
Butler: I know. When I decided to do this, 1didn't
have to do it. I was making a good living here in
Chicago. I was free-lancing here, making plenty
of bread . I didn't do it for money. I had shot
some feature films. I had shot one here, one in
Australia . I went out there to shoot a feature
film, and they told me I couldn't do it. 1said
"Wait a minute. You cannot tell me that I cannot
do this. I live here and this is the United States.
You cannot tell me I cannot do this. This is my living, this is what I do, this is what I have chosen to
do to make my living. You cannot tell me I can't
do it." That's the extent of it. I guess I'm that
stubborn . I went to those ends to prove to them
that I was going to do what I had said I was going
to do. You can psychoanalyze that if you like. 1
just had to prove to them that they couldn't
back me off. Sometimes there comes a time
when you can't be your own man if you don't do
a certain thing.
Lyman: I remember you told me that you felt
that anyone with talent and sufficient drive and
the willingness to give up a hell of a lot can make
it out there.
Butler: If he wants to badly enough. You have
to have motivation. I find that if you have to get
from A to B, and there's something you have to
know how to do, you're going to learn it. You 're
not going to learn it if you don't have to know it.
Someday we might all have to know how to program computers, but if you don't have to know
how to program a computer, you 're not going
to learn it because it's too darned compl icated .
But they've got home computers now where
we might all be fiddling with them, and we will
very quickly learn how to program them, if that
makes any sense.
Question: You mentioned before your love of
television while you were in it, and your complete dedication to television . Then you made a
statement that the bottom dropped out. Later
you discussed your decision in terms of your
love for film as it evolved. Was there something
about your dissatisfaction with the nature of
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television-th e video image, say, or the structure of the industry-tha t motivated that
shift?
Butler: Oh, yes, definitely. My first memory of
television was of a little box I saw in a store window. This didn't involve energy sent through
the air. This was run by an impulse sent down a
wire, and it was a Mickey Mouse cut-out, a black
and white image. I remember a little story in the
newspaper about the possibility of someday
seeing the inauguration of the president live,
the minute it happened. That really struck me,
and that's when I got interested in television.
I m pretty old, so it went back that far. The kind
of thing that sparks the imagination is what
grabbed me. So several years later, and after
many hours of studying electronics, I was in the
damned industry doing it. It was a great experience because it was new and it was live.
Everybody there was trying to make it work
and we were copying everything that was don~
on stage, done on film-we we re trying
everything. Maybe it was because it was a brand
new industry. I realized that I was in something
that was absolutely brand new and that my contributions to that would be, in a way, historic. 1
came up with the seamless background. You
don't see anything but seamless backgrounds
in television now. I did the very first one. You get
a special feeling about what you do when you do
it for the very first time. There was Carroway
at Large, done on top of the NBC bui lding, live.
When it was out there, there was no getting it
back. There was no tape. I can't explain to you
the excitement of being in television in those
days. You felt, "This is it, baby. We're doing it."
And then, all of a sudden, one day, it's all reruns
and it's all on film . It's no longer live, and you just
cut to the newscaster and that's it. The live
cameraman was dead. There was no more he
could do except shoot car commercials . And 1
was in a damned rut. Seriously, I got in a rut. I'd
fall asleep at the switch. I could fall asleep in the
viewfinder, it was that bad. When that day
came, I was scared . something very, very bad
started to happen to me. All of that excitement
that I had gone through and all the hopes that 1
had and all that I thought I was doing, was no
longer important because sombody in New
York figured out how to do it cheaper. All of a
sudden, my bit, my contribution to television
was over. I was irrelevant. I couldn't go any further. There was no more I could do.

Then I realized that in Hollywood they were now
shooting films that were important and that
were being seen coast-to-coast. I simply
transferre d out there. Now I make those films
that have that impact. I'm still doing it, but I've
got to do it on film now.

Columbia, we're always talking about equipment.

Question: Moving up a few years to today and

those instruments?

the future of television, what do you think are
the main problems and differences between
shooting a film document ary and a television
documentary?

Butler: I never buy cameras myself because
they change so damned fast.

Loeb: How do you find the Eclair, the Arriflex,
Butler: You've got to remember that they all

document ary because you have one man carrying a little tape recorder, another man has the
camera. How can you get more portable than
that? You can go out and make a good
document ary with those two pieces of equipment. You don't have to wait for the film to
develop. There's lots of potential.

make pictures, and that's all you're trying to do
with them . Some will do more than others. The
Eclair is great-16m m and 35mm . They're both
underslung and they both keep the weight low.
For hand-held work, you can hardly beat the
Eclair. I don't mean it's mechanically great, but
it's simple enough. Their pull-down system is so
damned simple that if it doesn't really get banged around, it will last. With a 35mm Ecla ir, we
shot Rain People, and we put Nikon lenses on
it-still lenses. That's what gave it its look.

Loeb: The problem for me with television is

Question: How many key people do you keep

Butler: I think there's new hope for the live

that the emphasis is on immediacy, not on the
afterthoug ht.

Butler: That's true. That's what's wrong with

almost all of television. They're trying to do it
faster, do it cheap, not better.

Question: You said earlier that they used to
light sets with sunlight and had to shift the set
around to compensate for the movemen t of
the sun. For The Raid on Entebbe, when you
used sunlight, did you have to compensate for
the movemen t of the sun?

Butler: Yes, I had to deal with that. My set was
fixed, however, so I had no place to move. It was
a huge set. What I had, in fact, were several
thicknesses or layers of material I could put over
the set so that I could control the light. I
had to let more light in in the morning, and
then, as the sun got higher, I had to temper it a
little. Then, as it went into the west, I had to let
off a little, and then, when the sun went down, I
went into night and turned on lights on the set,
night-for-night. We had both to do, so it was
really no sweat. When it got too dark for
daylight work, I'd just switch over and get ready
for the night shooting.

Loeb: How do you feel about equipment? At

with you?

Butler: I always keep my main crew with
me-my lighting gaffer, my grip, my operator.
Those people I take with me. They are my right
hand, and they get things done the way I want
them done. The rest of the crew on Damien:
omen II is from Chicago. some of them are
children whose fathers I worked with. The people working here aren't as sophistica ted
because the very best people go to where the
money is. In Hollywood you can get the best
talent. There is no place in the world that has
better talent than Hollywood for anything- for
special effects, painted backgrounds, you name
it. If it has to do with making films, the best people have moved there. For making pictures, you
can't top it. It's the world center. It beats Rome
and every place else. Even Dilaurentiis is now in
Los Angeles.

Question: You mentioned inspiration as a way
of going about getting a job. Then there's
another way. You go to school, you get a large
portfolio, and you go from door to door. How
do you pu 11 it off?

Butler: You can learn it on the street. You can
learn it in different ways. You can learn it in
school. Sometimes just going to school gives
you the opening . If that works for you, do that.
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Do whatever works. If you know somebody that
will help, ask him, go ahead-an y way you can
crack it open. If that's what you want to do, keep
pursuing .

are prepared and ready. I assume that's why
you're going to school here-to get prepared so
that when you get an opportuni ty, you can take
advantage of it.

Loeb: I'd like to add one thing that I think is

Loeb: Don't forget, though, that this business is

sometimes not mentioned . Somehow, you have
to transmit to people who are in positions of
power that your attitude is right. You 're going
to stay in there, you're going to do anything to
make a thing work. I notice again and again in
Chicago that beginning film people are reluctant to crew, to grip, to carry coffee, whatever
it is. In Hollywood, in the professional community, there's a sense of commitme nt that's total.
If you're directing a picture, the people around
you can be reassuring or destructiv e. I think the
one thing you should keep in your mind is that if
you can walk into a space and bring a sense of
security to the people you're joining, you're going to be back there because they're going to
want you back.
Butler: Often, people think that everything is in
your way and people keep you from doing what
you want to do. The real truth is that people will
stand aside to let you by, but you've got to be
headed right. If they know you're really going, if
they know you're going to do it in spite of
anything, they'll stand aside and let you by. I
have had the experience. If you're mean
enough inside and you want to do it, you 'll be aggressive. You can't be timid. At the same time
you've got to be a human being. If you lose track
of yourself in the process, that's not good,
either.

But don't be intimidated. It's a crap shoot. It's a
very big crap shoot. The only reason they roll
that kind of bread is they th ink they can win.
They're not doing it to lose it. They're not hiring
cameramen that they think are going to lose it.
So they're hiring you because they believe
you've got what it takes to pull it in. It doesn't
just mean that you can make pictures. It means
that you're strong enough, cool enough, to
keep a crew together. But like I told you earlier
this evening, a lot of it doesn't have anything to
do with making pictures. You know, very few
people are willing to pick up opportunit y. It is
very strange. There are so many opportunit ies
in this country. They're all over the place. Most
of us are afraid to open the door, and few of us
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hell. Maybe people will get out of the way, but
you'd better have something under your arm.
You 'd better have a piece of film that shows
that you've got somethin g-taste, sensitivity,
an attitude. The first thing we look for in film is
point of view. so it's damned complicated. Yes,
you can make it, but you've got to do a lot of
work. You can see it in this environment. There
are certain people who are succeeding or excelling, and there are others who are not. It has to
do with the amount of energy you put into it.
You 've got to leave here with a reel of film .
You've got to leave here with an example of
your best work for people to see.
Butler: I've got to underline that. You 've got to
have that reel. You've got to shoot your first
one. Sell the car. Those first documentaries we
did here years ago, we made them with our own
money. We put our own bread in, baby. We
conned our way. A religious institution here in
town said, " We've got five hundred dollars. Is
that enough to shoot a film?" We said, "Sure."
We never shot a film in our lives. We didn't know
how to do it. Five hundred dollars? That's a lot
of money. We found out what that would buy.
we bought film. We rented the equipmen t on
the sleeve and we developed it in a lab and
charged it to the outfit because, it was a
religious outfit, and they'll pay the bill. Pretty
soon we're up to a couple of grand, and all of a
sudden there comes an accounting: "H ey, wait a
minute, you said five hundred dollars." We said,
"Well, we bought the film." We had by then shot
the document ary to the point where they could
look at it to see what they had, and they liked
what they saw. It won the San Francisco Film
Festival as best document ary that year, and it
has been all over the United States in every TV
station in this country. It's called A Walk in The
Valley. We conned that five hundred dollars.
Then, when we ran out of that, we put our own
bread in and shot it on our own time. When
you're willing to do it, you'll get it done.

Question: Why is there so much red tape in
regards to the photograp hy union here in

Chicago and in Hollywood? It just seems so difficult to break in.

psychosis. Without that, the film seemed to me
to be a trifle empty.

Butler: That's because they don't want you in.

Butler: It all happens over a stick of gum. For

Why should they? It's like anything else. If you
want to be president of a bank, do you have any
idea of how hard it is to be president of a bank?
There's a lot of red tape there, too. They don't
want you. They want to keep a few people there
that can make a lot of money. It isn't that they
have anything personal against you. It's like
anything else. There's got to be some kind of a
hurdle to jump over. I know it doesn't look very
fair when you're sitting where you are. Believe
me, I've been there.

Loeb: The irony is that many of the feature
films and the documentaries shot in this town
in the last two years or three years have been
made non-union. The most significant work
done in the town on film in the last few years is
non-union. so there's an enormous business
that's being done here outside the union, and
the union knows it. I wouldn't waste time trying
to get into the union at first. Get something
shot and you'll find your way in. The question is,
when you're in the union, you end up in a trap,
too. Then you can't do those films on a shoestring. You can't shoot non-union because
you're threatening the sanctity of the club. You
can't go out on those shoots any more. So it's a
very big question to ask yourself-whethe r you
want to join the union, at least at the inception
of your career.

Butler: You're much better off in the early days
having a free hand. You get more creative
things done. You learn more. You're not boxed
in. Why hurry to get in the union? If there's
something vital you want to do that requires
the union card, great. But up until then, there's
nothing keeping you from shooting film.

Loeb: have a question about cuckoo's Nest,
1

which you photographed. One of the major
decisions in adapting from the book and play to
the screen, I think, is the change in the Indian's
character. The Indian in the original material is,
in fact, psychotic. He's incommunicado. It's the
interaction between the Nicholson figure and
the Indian that is so moving in the original
material. The Nicholson figure, in the end, is the
only one who is able to bring the Indian out of

some, that worked well, springing it that way.
It's a different way of telling the story, and different directors, obviously, make different
choices. The Indian was a used car salesman.
They were just looking for a big Indian, and
when they found this guy, they knew they had
him. They got him on an airplane, flew him back,
got him under contract.

Question: In the original stage version, and I'm
coming from more of a theater background,
the piece of equipment that the Indian lifts is a
very non-specific, but suggestive hunk of electronic gear. Whose decision was it to change it
to a very pragmatic, realistic water fountain?

Butler: Milos Forman decided that, and probably decided that on the basis of what was
there. This was shot in a real institution, and I
think he tends to take from the reality. He tends
to be realistic.

Loeb: It's also a playback because Nurse Ratched
refuses, earlier in the picture, to allow them
to take a drink of water. So when he removes
the thing, they're playing back on an earlier
idea. That's emotionally how they're helping us
with the thread. I think it's remarkable that this
picture, within five or six minutes, unleashes
mayhem-a man takes his own life, another
man is killed grotesquely-a nd yet,
somehow,they move the film into an upbeat
mood at the end. I felt like I was cerebrally
destroyed when I left the theater.

Butler: You've been taken apart, but also given
a note of hope. That's what it's all about,
anyway. Any film can be successful on that formula, if they would do it. We get so many of
what you might want to call "message" films,
that give you no hope whatsoever. And it
almost becomes pointless. People get so they
don't want to go see films anymore. If you feel
there's no hope at all, it's the end of the world,
anyway.

Loeb: I think it's hard to perceive the enormous
impact of television. Television provides the
equivalent of the "B" picture. People in film who
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make decisions on material are not naive about
what television provides. The big film, now, is
the issue. In television you can get your "B" picture, but you can't get Close Encounters of
the Third Kind.

Butler: Everything is changing so fast. It's really
frightening right now because of tape playback
units and the discs that Universal is putting out.
I have no idea what the impact is going to be of
all this. It's going to compete with the theaters.

Loeb: It's sad, too, because the television experience is not an audience experience .

Butler: It would be a shame to lose the audience.

Loeb: Of course, you're also talking about the
necessity for more production . There's potential now for discs and tapes being sold. It's very
possible that this society will be looking back on
itself. It will be the Thirties again, when they're
making five or six hundred pictures a year and
selling them like they sell records. Jesus, I think
we're at the edge of an incredible media boom,
and I wonder what it means.

Feature credits:
Cinemato grapher:

The Rain People . ......... ......... 1969
HlckeyandBoggs ......... ........ 1972
The conversation ......... . ....... 19 74
The Execution of PrlvateSlovlk . ..... 1974
Jaws ...... .... ......... .... .... . 1975
Fearon Trial . .... ..... . . .. ........ 1975
Alexandthec;ypsy ... . ....... ..... 1976
Lipstick . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1976
TheRaldonEntebbe .... .... ...... . 1976

The Bingo Long Traveling All-Stars and

MotorKlngs . ........ ... ... ... 1976
crease ......... ......... ........ 1978
Capricorn one ......... .. ...... ... 1978
Ice castles ......... ......... ..... 1978
Damien: omen 11 ......... .. ... .... 1978
Rocky II ......... ......... ........ 1979
can·tstoptheMuslc . ......... .. . .. 1980
It's My Turn . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1980
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The Night the Lights
went out In Georgia ......... ... 1980
stripes .. ..... ... .. .. . . .... ...... 1980
Roc1<y111 ......... ......... ....... 1981
These credits reflect the best information readily available to
date.

pie around you. That's what most directors are
doing. There are certain things I know I couldn' t
do. I'm not so sure about the things I can do until
I've done them.

Loeb: Could you have made The Deer Hunte n
Henry: No.
Loeb: How did you feel about The Deer
Hunte n

Tony Loeb: We're here for a conversation with
Buck Henry, whom we all know as a screenwriter,
an actor, and as one of the outrageous people
on Saturday Night Live. Buck has adapted
some monum ental work including Catch-22
and The Graduate. He co-directed Heaven
can Wait with warren Beatty. He's at a
marvelous time in his career. He can do
anything that he wants to do. He can direct if he
wants to direct. Maybe we ought to start by asking Buck if he wants to direct films, and what he
can say about writers who aspire towards that
end.
Buck Henry: Some writers want to direct and
some don't. A lot of them want to direct for the
wrong reasons, out of a kind of paranoia that
writers -film writers in genera l-have about
their work being destroyed by evil directors.
Some writers want to direct simply because it's
a logical extension of what they already do. And
some writers don't give a damn. I will direct
again because it's interesting and because
there are some things I think I can do, if not better, at least in a way that is unique to me. It
doesn't mean I'd give up writing for other people.
Loeb: What is it that you think you can do better? What hasn't been done that you want to
do?
Henry: I can't say that there is something that
hasn't been done. Just that if you work long
enough in any capacity in any art form, you
tend to develop a voice that is your own, and
the only way you can give adequate expression
to that voice is to make it louder than the peo-
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Henry: I liked it a lot. It's the only American film I
saw in the last year that I went right back to see
again within a week. I liked it because it was
brilliantly made and I liked it, also, because I
knew it would disturb a lot of people.
Loeb: What is it that people are talking about?
The idea that is now prevalent in the orthodo x
liberal commu nity is that The Deer Hunter is a
racist, facist film. It has caused most of the
editors and writers of The New York Review of
Books and other things to walk out of the
screenings screaming, "Facism!" and even
prompt ed Jane Fonda to condemn the film,
even though she hadn't seen it, which is a hell of
a condemnation. I think it's interesting that a
film should be made in this somewhat sugarcoated time that boils passions that quickly.
What about racism? It's a film that seems not to
want to cope with the moralit y of the American
involvement.
Henry: I just don't think that's what it's about. I
mean, it isn't Gunga Din. It simply isn't about
good white guys and bad yeilow guys. That's not
the theme of the picture, it seems to me. It may
be that in places in the film, Cimino is a little
muddle-headed intellec tually about certain
things in the theme but, by and large, I think
he's told a remarkable Conradian storyth at has
very little to do with a specific war at a specific
place at a special time.
Loeb: What about Heaven can wait? 1saw it at
a preview withou t any advance word and I
really was astonished that this kind of film would
be made in the Twentie th Century, so to speak.
Henry: It was made last time in the Twentie th
Century.

Loeb: Is there a theme for this picture? When

Henry: Yeah, I went to Dartmouth . I have no

you discussed it with Beatty, did he have a
premise in mind? We talk in our writing
seminars about premise and point of view and
so forth .

Loeb: Did your parents want you to go there?

Henry: We didn't do a lot of talking in depth

some members of my family who went there.

about what the film was about. What we talked
mostly about was story-how best to make a
story work that is at least whimsical, if not
downright silly. If you've seen the original film,
which probably most of you have, it works for
the same reason ours works. You can't beat that
story. It's too strong . There are some stories
you can't destroy. I mean, you can, but you have
to work really hard to make them fail. And that
story, Heaven can Wait, seems to be one of
them, I think. If I have to answer the question of
what it's about, besides just tell ing the story of
what it's about, I would say it's about continu ity,
not about reincarnation, which I don't believe
in, yet. But Heaven can Wait is a metaphor for
continuity -a slightly cushy one in that if you
were to attack it literally, you would say, " A swell
story about this girl who, in the end, leaves the
guy she loves and is engaged to, and about four
minutes after his death has been confirmed,
she wanders onto a football field and picks up a
football player who has nice eyes, and splits for
coffee with him." That's one way of looking at it,
yes. But it is about second chances and continuity. It suggests that there is never really an end .
The end of a relationship is not the end of time.
The little failures of life which sometimes seem
very large are not the end, either. The film is
reaffirm ing. And I suppose that's why its audience leaves happy. I'm not especially known
for shoveling out optimism in the stuff I've
done. But that's because usually the dialogue I
write tends to be edgy. Oddly enough, if you
look at the pictures I've been involved with,
they do have happy endings of a strange sort.
They are usually pictures in which somebody or
bodies escape from a kind of inferior destiny into something that promises more.

Loeb: Tell us about your background .
Henry: I have no background.
Loeb: You went to Dartmouth ?

idea why I went to Dartmouth .

Henry: Not particularly, although there were
Loeb: Tell us about your life a little bit-where
you grew up and so forth .

Henry: You know that Jacques Cousteau says
the past is shit.

Loeb: Are you sure he said that?
Henry: Well , he said it in French . And it's t imes
like this when I'm inclined to agree with him. I
also lie a lot. Don 't forget that. Past? You mean,
how did I get here?

Loeb: Where did you grow up? New York?
Henry: Uh-huh.
Loeb: In Manhattan?
Henry: Manhattan.
Loeb: Manhattan . You had brothers and
sisters?

Henry: None.
Loeb: None. OK. All right, moving right

along ... where should we move to? The
Graduate? How about a question. I'm in a hole
here.

Henry: All right, you want me to tell you how I
got here? I was an out of work actor-direc tor for
about six or seven years after I got out of the army. I'd do a touring show now and then, and I
was writing a lot of stuff that I couldn't sell to
television or anybody else. Then I did a show in
New York called The Premise, which was an improvisational theater born out of Second City
by way of an outfit in St. Louis, the name of
which I've forgotten . The Premise was composed of Ted Flicker, George Segal, Joan Darling,
Tom Aldridge, and myself. Flicker directs films
in Hollywood, Aldridge is in a play on Broadway,
Joan Darling just directed a feature film last
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year, George Segal-you probably know who he
is-and here I am. Out of that show I was hired to
do The Steve Allen Show on television as a
writer-per former, which lasted fifteen or sixteen weeks. Then I wrote a picture with Ted
Flicker called The Troublemaker, which we
made with all the members of the various
Premise companies. At that time I was working
for Gary Moore-Th e Garv Moore Show on
television. And then I did a year of That Was the
week That was as a writer-per former, and
left and wrote the pilot of Get Smart, and
spent a couple of years doing that. Then came
The Graduate and then all the others.
Loeb: So you really started as a performer ?

Henry: I was a kid actor. I was a teenage actor.
Loeb: Let's talk about The Graduate. I thought

it was a great picture. Who's got a question
about The Graduate?

Question: I was wondering, actually, about the
script. How much of the contributio n was yours
and how much was Calder Willing ham's?

Henry: I've never met Calder Willingham, nor,
as far as I know, is there any of his work in the
script. In fact, I know there's nothing of his in
the script or the film. The Writers Guild determines all credits in any film on which more than
one person has worked . The oddities of that
system result in the following. If you do adapt a
book and it goes through arbitration , which it
does automatic ally if more than one screenwriter is involved, the arbitrating committee
ostensibly decides who wrote the picture on
the basis of three things: story, characters, and
dialogue. Now, if you adapt a book, you're
ultimately going to use the same characters as
the previous adapter did because, obviously, his
work is based on the book, right? And you both
have in common the same story. And you might
even use some of the same dialogue. Now, then,
you already have used up two out of three, so
you've lost your right to be named the sole
author of the screenplay automatically, by
Guild standards. That's why you sometimes see
a lot of names on a movie, and some of them
have nothing to do with it. Every once in a while
someone doesn't get his name on that should
be on. That happens also.
Loeb: When you look back on the movie, are

there scenes you take particular pleasure in? It's
a movie of very strong moments, some
stronger than others, obviously.

Henry: Well, I'm very fond of a sequence which
is a montage. It's an odd thing for a writer to be
fond of in a film because you assume that he
had less to do with it than anyone else. It's the
sequence after Dustin (Benjamin) starts his affair with Mrs. Robinson. There is sort of a
musical sequence which goes back and forth in
a kind of fantasy between the motel and his
home, ending with him diving into the pool,
coming out of the pool, and landing on Mrs.
Robinson. It's a particularly good piece of filmmaking. It was really hard to write. I worked with
Nichols on it for a week, trying to figure out the
best way to do it. And even then, that's not the
way it ended. The editor, Sam O'Steen, added
some things to make it work better. I like it a lot
and I tend to want to show it when pieces of
things are shown.
Loeb: An extraordin ary sequence involving the

passage of time.
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Henry: Yes, the passage of time and mood.

Question: I have a question about that sequence. Buck, how much did Sam O'Steen bring
to that sequence?
Henry: He did terrific things because we got into various problems in it. I don't remember
what they were anymore, but we had one or
two problems about getting Dustin to the right
place at the right time, and making the jumps
seem coherent. Sam solved a problem or two
there that we couldn't solve.

Question: When did the idea for the music
come up-music that was already published?
Henry: Nichols wanted to use Simon and Garfunkle early on, and Paul came out and wrote a
lot of new music. But we had put 'Sounds of
Silence' in over the rough cut, over the work
print, and we could never find anything as
valuable, as powerful. Nothing that he wrote
that was original came near to being as good. So
having left that on, we figured we might as well
leave 'Parsley, Sage, Rosemary & Thyme' on,
and something else, and then there are one or
two originals in it.

pleasure. I never read thinking, "Gee, what a
swell movie this will make!"

Loeb: But when a studio sends a book over to
you, what are you looking for in that book when
you have to decide whether you should do it?
Henry: Well, I don't know. One develops instincts about things that you know will work,
when you see them. It's got almost nothing to
do with dialogue, and I'm not even sure it has
anything to do with character. It really has to do
with images. If you can key onto half a dozen images in the course of telling a story, you can
build a film around them. It's clear to me that if
you read any Conrad novel, there's a film in it. It
may not be any good, but there's film there to
be made. Also, there's a lot of extreme potboily, pulpy stuff-not necessarily badly written, but pulpy by its very nature-th at makes
for good filmmaking. Adventure stories. All the
stuff that the French directors seized on in the
Fifties and Sixties and made films out of.

Loeb: There's a sequence in the picture, the
bedroom sequence, where they turn the lights
on, they turn the lights off-I think it's a tenminute sequence -that worked because half of
it was played in the dark.
Henry: It was another problem that was solved
on the stage in rehearsal. I mean, the scene just
seemed to be a problem. It just didn't play totally in the light. While improvising with the actors,
Mike found that the turning on and off of the
light helped not only to move the scene forward, but also allowed him to do some things
which he couldn't have done with the camera. It
gave a kind of timing to the scene that wasn't
there when it was just played with the lights on.

Loeb: You were talking about other certain
stories that are hard to do damage to. What do
you look for in material as a writer? What is the
first thing you're interested in finding, if there
is a way to talk about that?
Henry: I'm not sure there is because I read for

Loeb: How important is casting to the success
of a film?
Henry: Probably more importan t than
anything.

Loeb: How did you find the conviction that Day
of the Dolphin would make a movie?
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Henry: I had no conviction about it at all. I turned
it down some years ago when Roman Polanski
wanted to do it. He had plenty of ideas and
he had it scouted and he had it ready to go and
he had a script on it, and I told him he was.crazy.
But what he basically did was transcribe the
book. I think he was in a hurry because he knew
it was going to be made and he wanted to turn a
script in, so he really transcribed the book into a
film. Now if you've read the book, you know
what complete and utter drivel it is. It's a story
about a man who trains some dolphins to speak.
But they don't just say, "Pa and Ma," and "hi and
ho." They have long talks about God and Sophia
Loren. It's really pathetic. The really rather weak
connection that got me involved was that
Richard Sylbert, who was Polanski's art director
and Nichols' art director on almost all of his
films, had scouted locations for Day of the
Dolphin for Roman and talked a lot about it to
Mike after Polanski abandoned it. Mike had
some ideas and thought it might be interesting
to make. So I read it again and thought, "Oh God,
it's not possible to do this. I mean, it's just too
ludicrous." But then it occurred to me that it
might make a good story for two reasons: one,
it is about a man who is in love with another
species; and two, it could function as pure
melodrama. Now it's with the melodrama
where we really got screwed up because I don't
write melodrama very well, and the plot was extremely difficult for me to work out. I don't
think I ever did work it out so it really functioned
very well. All that Hitchcocky stuff is very hard
to do. The other half of it I sort of enjoyed, but
there were tremendous problems in production, not the least of which was catching
dolphins and training them and working with
them day after day after day. It's almost as difficult catching actors and training them and
working with them day after day after day.
What you saw is what we got.

Loeb: Who is the most exciting director in pictures today? You've worked with Antonioni,
Mike Nichols, etc. Buck just came back from Italy. He kind of off-handedly mentioned that on
the phone. I've been pursuing him for five
months. One day I called him and he said, "Well,
I'm off to Italy and I'm going to work with
Antonioni" -kind of a throw away, you know.

Henry: There are a lot of directors that I have
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great respect for-I mean a lot. And they're all
over the world.

Loeb: In addition to The Deer Hunter, are
there many films you have responded to in the
last few years? There are not that many pictures, it seems, that are first-rate.

Henry: One tends to forget them.

Loeb: What about Annie Hall? How did you feel
about that?

Henry: I liked it.

Question: What kind of experience did you
have with Taking Off? I liked that a lot, and I
thought it got obscured by some of the stuff
that you did later.

Henry: What do you mean, obscured by some
stuff I did later?

Question: I don't hear people talking about
Taking Off.
Henry: Taking Off never found an audience in
the United States. It is carried on the Universal
books at a loss of exactly what it cost, although
in Europe it is considered a minor masterpiece.
It plays there to packed houses all the time. But
that's also because Milos Forman is a star there.
He was important long before Cukoo's
Nest-long before Taking Off, in fact. The film
was a delight to make. Forman is wonderful to
work with. He is unique, I think, in that he uses
improvisation in·a way that no other director in
my experience does. He denies the value of acting. That is to say, he doesn't want acting, ever.
He wants behavior, and nothing else. With Taking Off, none of the actors ever saw a script. He
would just say what the scene was about,
maybe give a key word or a key sentence for the
beginning or the end of a sequence, and let you
find the words and phrases to get there. That
was also, of course, before he became fluent in
English. So that may have played a part in that
technique, although I sense that he did the
same thing in cuckoo's Nest. There is always a
full script that he uses as an outline. The camera
is critical and dialogue is extremely loose, and
it's a very interesting way to work-and very
hard for some actors to do because some actors

depend very strongly on the exactitude of the
words. But in this case, I thought it worked
rather well.
Question: Why did it succeed here?
Henry: I don't think American audiences quite
knew what it was about. We tend to want to
react to a strong plot, and Taking Off doesn't
really have a plot. If not a plot, at least they want
to see some movie stars that they can have
faith in to follow around through whatever
non-plot there is. And the film didn't have
either stars or plot. I'm trying to think of some
other cases in point. But the plot is more important than the movie stars because there have
been a lot of plotless movies made with movie
stars lately that didn't go anywhere. I also think
the title, oddly enough, hurt it. Taking
Off-there's something weak in the gerundive
form for a title.
Question: would you say European audiences
need less plot than American audiences?
Henry: Oh, yes.
Question: Why is that?
Henry: Well, for a couple of reasons that I can
think of, and probably more, and I may be
wrong about the two. But I'll try them anyway.
one is that their film tradition tends to be more
literary-not literary in the literate "book"
sense, but literary in the sense that L'Avventura is a highly literary movie. It moves like a
novel without the novel's techniques. You know

what I mean? Maybe not. Maybe I don't know
what I mean. Let's see if I know what I mean. It
connects scenes to scenes and characters to
characters without telling you constantly why
you got there and where you are. It doesn't
stop, as most American films do, to define
themselves every fifteen to twenty minutes so
that you can be sure you're in the right place at
the right time or, in the case of a Hitchcock
movie, in the right place at the wrong time.
European films don't seek that kind of definition. They are closer to poetic cinema than ours
is. That's one reason. And the other is ironic in
nature. By and large, the Europeans don't have
many good film writers and they never have.
There have been one or two in France and two
or three in Italy. There's a guy I know in Italy who
has written four hundred films. He has written
everything from Fellini films to Hercules, literally. He's unbelievable. He's not terribly old. He's
middle aged. He's an extraordinary man. He's
called in by almost every Italian film director
when they are about to start and they say,
"Ennio, read this script and tell us what you think
of it. Can you add something to it?" And he does.
or he talks the story over with the director.
They have these guys who are like ombudsmen
to directors in Europe, and they're quite
remarkable. But the European film community
hasn't developed many professional film
writers. Almost always, as you know, the director writes or co-writes in Europe, and always
has. That is why, to a certain extent, their films
bear a very particular stamp. I think it's easier to
distinguish between directors who work
abroad. If you show me a French or an Italian
film I could pretty well tell you who made it,
whe'reas I don't think that's true of American
films. over there one can speak of auteurism.
Another interesting thing I've found is that
they are not as hung up on language in film as
we are. It's very rare for European audiences to
quote anything that's said in a European film. In
a trivia game in Europe, you never get what we
do. You never get: "If you want me, all you have
to do is whistle." It just doesn't happen. They
don't have that kind of mentality, maybe. Their
writers write ideas in scenes and concepts and
stuff, and the dialogue in most European films,
even in the best of them, is painfully thin.
Question: I thought Taking Off was kind of confusing.
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Henry: That's possible.
Loeb: It's rather sophisticated, too. The manner
is almost Moliere.
Henry: It's strange, because there was a screening once in Hollywood, and Peter Bogdanovich
said to me afterwards, "Jesus, Milos must really
be cruel because he's so cruel to those people."
Now, that's absolutely not what he had in his
mind. He does not see it as cruel at all . Those
faces of real people that he picks up doing
strange, slightly off-tempo things are to him
very beautiful and very moving. He does not
ever intend to be cruel to any of them. so there
could be a kind of gap between perceptions,
between nationaliti es. When we look at
Firemen's Ball or Loves of a Blonde, you don't
think he's being cruel to the Czechs. As funny
and strange and weak and odd as some of the
characters are, it never looks like cruelty at all.
He's really benevolent. Certainly in cuckoo's
Nest, as loony as some of those people are, Forman is never cruel to them. He was smart
enough, I think, to drain the cruelty from Nurse
Ratched, which appears in the play and in the
novel. She is a thoroughl y despicable and nonhuman character, which works for the book,
but I don't think would have worked on film. He
makes her human and, if not sympathetic, at
least understandable. It's really hard. There are
so few foreign directors who have come here in
the last twenty years and have been able to do
anything. He's almost an anomaly.
Question: It must be difficult to overcome the
language barrier with a foreign director.
Henry: When I was working with Forman,
although I could explain it, he would translate
everything into Czech in his head and then say it
in Czech, or he'd say something in Czech and
translate it into literal English, and I'd try to
make sense out of what he was saying . That was
all right. With Antonioni there was a horrendously different problem, which was that since
he planned at that time to shoot the film in
English and post-sync it in Italian, he wanted the
mouths to move in such a way that he would
not have a problem post-syncing in Italian. So if I
had some guy saying, "Glad to see you, how's
your wife," he would sometimes say, "It won't
fit." For a few days I kept thinking, "What in
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Christ's name does he mean, it won't fit?" -until he explained to me that he was just too far
off from what he wanted the mouths to do.
Now that's a very special problem that, thank
God, doesn't pop up too often.
Loeb: It seems that there's a great deal to this
business- art and commerce and mechanical
aptitude.
Henry: Oh, weird mechanics . And, as you know,
because it's legendary, Fellini doesn't care at all
about dialogue. If the face is the right face, they
can just be reciting the alphabet, or very often
counting . You can see in Roma a couple of actors going, " uno, due, tre, quattro, cinque. "
Forget the extraordin ary words it says they're
saying in the subtitles. You can see they're
counting.
Loeb: They make up the dialogue in the subtitles after the film's over?
Henry: very often Fellini will make up dialogue
which he will then sync into their mouths. I
would love to make a film in America that way,
and then just give it to several directors and say,
"OK, I've given you this story, now put the
dialogue in. "
Question: Buck, when you approach writing
and you sit down at your typewriter , what is
most difficult? The story? The characters?
Henry: A story is infinitely more difficult for me
than anything . If I have a scene I know about, I
can write the dialogue all day and all night.
Dialogue comes easy. It's story that's hard for
me. I'm incredibly envious of facile story
makers, and there are lots of them.
Question : How did you get involved with
Antonioni?
Henry: I don't know quite how I got to Antonioni, but I suspect part of it was a packaging
deal on the part of the producers . They thought
it would help get American actors that they
wanted if I were involved. On the other hand,
the script was extremely long, unbelieveably
dense, and I doubt if there was a person working
in any studio who would have read it all. It had
numerous problems. Anthony Burgess had

done an English version of it that was very, very
British, and would not have been suitable for
any of the prospective American actors. I did it
because I wanted to go to Rome over Christmas
and eat fettucini, because I wanted to work with
Antonion i, and because I thought I could help
him. It certainly wasn't for money because they
don't pay much .

Question: Do you have a high number of projects that don't get produced?
Henry: No, I don't. I work very slowly, and usually from the beginning to the end of a project.

Question: Please talk about catch-22.
Henry: I always wanted to do Catch-22. I never
thought it would be done, and I read it long
before I got involved with it. At the time I didn't
think anyone would ever make a movie out of it
or should, probably. But as soon as I heard
somebody was, I wanted it to be me and my
friends rather than anyone else, because
whatever criticism can be levied against it, and
I'm sure there's plenty, I still think it's better
that we did it than the others whose names I
can't remember any more.

Question: Why did you decide to follow a logical
sequence of events in that film? In the novel,
t ime was almost intangible.

Henry: What do you mean by logical?
Question: As I recall, and I haven't seen it in a
long time, it progressed from like a Monday to a
Saturday.

Henry: Oh, no, never. There are no three scenes
in chronological time in the whole film . That's
what drove a lot of people crazy. It goes back
and forth. Future and past are mixed . We used
to test each other, Nichols and I, while we were
walking around on the airfield like two dummies
saying, "OK, for five dollars go through it,"
because usually, when you work on a film , you
develop sort of code words for sequences. I'd
say, " OK, quick, take Yossarian from dining hall
to beach! See if you can do it." And it was very,
very hard. I couldn't possibly do it today, as
many t imes as I've been through it. It jumps
around . The connecting tissue between the

scenes is usually a visual or an audible pun, or a
reference point to some common thing in the
two scenes that may have nothing in common
other than that noise, or the word, or memory,
or something.

Loeb: In The Graduate, the casting seemed to
be exceedingly important to the success. Dustin
Hoffman hadn't been seen; Anne Bancroft, not
for a while, anyway. In catch-22, it was stars.

Henry: That's really not so. Orson Welles hadn't
been in a successful film in a long time. John
Voight was unknown. Arkin was a star, but not a
star that was guaranteed to bring people into
the box office. Art Garfunkle was not a movie
star. Marty Sheen was not a movie star. There
was Bob Newhart. Perkins was a star, but hadn't
starred in movies for a long time. There were all
types. It was name-filled, but it wasn't star-filled.
Afterwards, a lot of them became very famous.
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Question: During one of my more pessimistic
semesters in school, I had the misfortune of
having to take a course in Antonioni. Does he
still thematica lly view life as a schizoid, cold, environment al shit ball?

Question: But a lot of time was passing.

Henry: Could you load up the question a little?

Henry: Well, I would answer you as Nick Roeg

Question: In regard to this particular project
that you worked on, was it traditiona l
Antonioni?

Henry: Well, that depends on what you think is
traditional Antonioni.

Question: Suicidal. Pessimistic. The kind of film
where you walk out of there sterile.

Henry: I've never walked out of a film sterile, as
far as I know. Although they say if you get too
close to your television set ...

Question: Does it have a happy ending?
Henry: It has a bizarre ending. But one man's
happy ending is another man's busted leg.
There's no way of breaking that down. You and I
would have to have a long, possibly deeply boring dialogue about what you think Antonioni is
about, and what I do, and I'm not sure I'm right
about any of that stuff because he is very difficult. In places where he appears to be cold, I
don't think he means to be. In places where he
appears to be sentimental, I am not so sure. It's
complicated. He's very concerned with the
theme of death and always has been. so is
Bergman, and so are a number of directors. so
was Hitchcock in his peculiar way. But I never
walk out of a film I think is well made feeling badly. I don't care what the theme is, if it is really
good. Otherwise, there would be no Long Day's
Journey Into Night, and there would be no
Greek tragedy, and there would be no
Shakespeare. If you had to measure it by the
bodies that littered the stage, you'd be in a lot
of trouble.

Question: I was curious about your experience
in working on The Man Who Fell to Earth and
how much you participate d in the working out
of that film. For example, did you ask the director why everybody was getting old in the film?

Henry: Yes, I did. But that wasn't the question
so much as: How come I'm getting older faster
than everybody else?

would answer you, because I don't have the
answer to those questions. He would say, "Well,
time is relative." To answer your question, I really have to back up and talk more about what I
think the problems of the film are. I think the
problems with the film are manifold. I love his
pictures, I love watching them. They're all
fascinating. I think The Man Who Fell to Earth
is maybe his least interesting work, but it's still
interesting. He is determine d to destroy an audience's precepts about literal time and he will
do anything he can to avoid being programatic.
Now, that's fine when you've got a story that
carries the audience through the interstices of
non-programatic material. I think, unfortuna tely, in the case of The Man Who Fell to Earth,
not so much true of the other pictures, he had a
writer working with him who was a film critic,
and a determina tely intellectual modernist film
critic. And so, what I always think Roeg should
have by his side is a real good hack writer,
writing real good hack melodrama out of which
Roeg can then do his tricks. I don't know why I
grow older than the other people. I don't know
why I say half the things I say in the picture. I
started by asking Nicholas, "Who is this guy who
is watching David Bowie fall down the hill? Who
is he?" "Well, he's the watcher." "Yeah, I know
that, but who is he?" "Well, he's the man who
watches. You know, there's always someone
watching." You see, that is an answer. Maybe it's
not good enough for me. It happens that it's
also not good enough for the audience, I think,
because if they have to ask that many questions
along the way, then they're going to get lost.

Question: Wasn't the film fairly successful in
Europe?

Henry: No.
Question: It didn't reach an audience there,
either?

Henry: It reached a cult audience, as I think all of
Nick's films do. And I love them. I think they're
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terrific films to watch, but I think they're filled
with problems that make them just too difficu It.

Loeb: The one in Italy, Don't Look Now, was
pretty straight, wasn't it?

Henry: Yeah, well it came from a structured
short story. The script was written with Nick by
two writers who are not hacks, but they're very
straight-forw ard writers. They'd written a lot of
adventure films, melodramas, comedies, and
they kept him fairly close to the structure,
although it gets a little claptrappy at the end. I
mean, I have a little trouble with the dwarf in
the red rain coat.

places in catch-22 where it is all too evident to
me that I wrote something that Heller didn't
write, which I would like to change. But it's still
pretty hard, I think, for someone who doesn't
know the work very well to be able to tell.

Question: I was curious about your role in
preparing for Saturday Night Live and how
you feel about doing live television .

Question: As a writer, what sort of relationship
is it that you like to have with the director concerning the shooting of the film and the
finishing of it, the post production?

Henry: I tend to be there all the time, at the request of the director, and because I like to be
there because it keeps me from having to write.
usually, they like company, and they've all been
friends of mine, so it's easier. I think that it used
to be true that writers never went near a set.
It's far less true now. Usually, now, the director
participates more and more in the making of
the script. That wasn't true twenty years ago.

Henry: Live television is more fun than any

You've done a lot of translations of really important novels. Is it important to be faithful to the
book? Do you perceive the medium as its own
demand? How do you take a Catch-22? Do you
feel that you've got to be honest to it?

other kind. That's my feeling. It's a bastard form
under any other circumstances. You're either
making little films or little plays, whether you're
working on film or tape. The only thing you can
do on television that you can't do anywhere else
is appear before millions of people live. So it's
got that. And the preparation for that show is
simply a matter of stamina and patience,
because it's week after week of chaos.

Henry: If you respect the original work, then

Question: Do you know in advance what you're

Loeb: What about the necessity of fidelity?

you are compelled to be as faithful to it as you
can be. I try to think as the author was thinking
when he wrote the book. Whatever I add, I try to
make it sound like he wrote it. There are some
cases where you don't particularly respect the
source. A story for a film may have been bought
simply because it has an interesting character in
it or an interesting plot point. If you're working
off of source material that has merit, it would
be silly not to draw on it. I don't think anybody
who has seen The Graduate could tell the difference between what Charles Webb wrote in
the book and what I wrote. There are a couple of

going to be doing?

Henry: Well, a few minutes in advance, but not
very long in advance. I mean, sometimes we've
written a third of the show the day before. But I
don't do much writing on it any more. I did the
first year, but it's fairly well set now. They know
what they're doing and I just make some
changes, work on the monologue or make suggestions for sketches.

Loeb: Do you ever get up there with the
camera, knowing that millions of people are
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watching, and get the impulse to, shall we say,
be depraved?
Henry: We are always anticipating the censors'
footsteps from the next floor as they come running down to find out why we said such and
such, and how they can get it out. Meanwhile, of
course, while they're looking at the obvious
stuff, we sneak by things that are thoroughl y
despicable. It's filled with that kind of behavior. I
remember the censor calling someone up
above and saying, when Chevy was on the show,
"What does brown thunder mean? Does that
mean anything bad? Laying cable, do you know
what that means? Jane, what is that about?" All
sorts of weird things. "A knotted string. What
does a knotted string have to do with
anything?"
Question: I was very interested in what you said
about Milos Forman's method of working with
actors and generating material from actors.
Are there other people that you have worked
with who have similarly interesting but different working methods?
Henry: There are different variations of it. I've
never worked with Cassavetes, so I don't know
how he does it. Mick Nichols, for instance, will
improvise for days to find a way to get to
specific material- that is, the scene may be
completely written, and may be performed and
filmed as it's written, but it may take a day of
improvisation to get the actors to get to those
words.
Question: How would you do that?
Henry: By setting up an improvisa tory game
among the characters .
Question: Can you give an example?
Henry: I'm trying to think of one. We had a problem with the last scene in Catch-22, in the
hospital, just before Yossarian runs away, and
there's a long dialogue between him, Dick Benjamin, and Perkins. And it didn't seem to hold
any emotional content. It seemed to lie there.
Nichols experimented. He gave them analogies
to act out. I can't really remember the specifics
of it. But part of it is just getting away from
those words and trying to find another
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equivalent emotional structure for the scene.
He did it with Dustin and Anne, too, in a couple
of places in The Graduate -like the sequence
when they were in bed, if my memory is right,
which it probably isn't. I think he had them talk a
lot, but not the written words, for awhile,just to
get at attitudes -sort of like a runner warming
up before actually getting into the race.
Loeb: would he ever shoot without them knowing?
Henry: No. I tend to distrust directors who
shoot without the actors knowing that they're
being photographed, and in most cases the actors do know, anyway. It's very hard to fool an
actor. When one does do it, and we did some of
it in Heaven can wait, it's simply to get
physical business that you might not get if actors or, in some cases, non-actors knew the
camera was rolling. And Milos Forman does it by
having a second camera so that the audience
reaction scenes, which always seem to be in his
films-larg e groups of people watching
another action-ar e spontaneous. There's
always a roving camera somewhere looking at
them. So you get as much behavior and as little
acting as possible. But shooting rehearsals
almost never works. It's usually a waste of time.
Question: I was worndering what your opinion
is in regards to Jerry Lewis as a comedic filmmaker. He's very serious about being funny and
I was wondering if this is unique.
Henry: No, there are a lot of people who are
serious about being funny and most of them
are extremely boring about it. In fact, when he
theorizes about film, it's enough to put a herd
of elephants to sleep. Yet, there are sequences
in four or five of the films he made in the Fifties
that are spectacular, really good. You cannot
only understand why the French love him, but
you can also get a certain hunk of admiration
going for him yourself. He does some things in a
film where he works in a girls' school. You know
the one I mean? There's an extraordin ary sequence in that film where George Raft comes to
visit a girl and Jerry Lewis is sort of the concierge of the girls' school. He's talking to him
outside of the room of the girls, and suddenly,
and you don't know just how it happens, there's
a spotlight on them and they're dancing the

Bolero'. It's a parody of 'Bolero' that came from
nowhere, suddenly, and it's very, very well shot
and it's very funny. He did a lot of strange things
like that which were very good.

dropping things and changing things and structuring things. Elaine May wrote the basic script.

Question: Why do you think that was ignored,
though?

Loeb: Can you talk a little about comedy?
Without boring us?

Henry: By whom?

Henry: Probably not.

Question: I never heard anybody talk about

Loeb: Is it rhythm? Is it pacing?
Henry: I have no idea because there are no two

people who are funny in the same way. When
you watch woody Allen, depending on the film
and time, you get echoes of Groucho Marx, you
get echoes of Bob Hope, and you get echoes of
Chaplin. That's inevitable.

Loeb: He's such a nebbish. Why is he funny, that

that.

Henry: She got an Academy Award nomination,
but Warren tends to overshadow and override
anyone who's around him because he is a
superstar. But I could probably name a lot of
films and you wouldn't know who wrote them
and nobody would. We tend not to know who
wrote films. It is true. Writers are often
overlooked.

guy? Of course, maybe it's because he's a nebbish . I don't know.

Question: I have a question of Heaven can
Wait. I have some confusion on co-directing.

Henry: But nebbish doesn't mean anything . I
mean, there are funny nebbishes and there are
non-funny ones.

Henry: It was planned. I was hired to direct the

Loeb: Do you laugh at him?
Henry: Yeah, sure. What makes woody funny

isn't the same thing that makes Jacques Tati
funny. It isn't the same thing that makes Don
Rickles funny. They're as differen t in their
capacity to evoke laughter as good dramatic actors are in their capacity to evoke other kinds of
responses. It also has a lot to do with you, what
you respond to, what makes you laugh, and
what makes you cry. I mean, I cry in Umberto D
and a lot of people just sit there.

Loeb: Why do you think you cried?
Henry: Because an old man and a dog make me
cry. That's it. But I also cry in Becket.
Question: How come nobody mentions Elaine
May's contribu tion to Heaven can Wait, and
how importan t was that contribu tion?
Henry: Extremely importan t. Almost all of the

script is hers. Certainly all of the funny stuff is
hers. Then, in the end, she was very helpful in
the editing process, and in suggestions for

Was that a planned action or did it just evolve
that way?
film with Warren. Now it is no longer possible to
do. The Directors Guild has passed a law that
there can be no more co-directing.

Question: What was that like? How did the job
actually get divided up?

Henry: There's no way to describe the

mechanics of it. I'd say, "Hey, let's put the
camera here," and he'd say, "I like it better over
there." I'd say, "Well, I'll move it half-way. I'll
move it all the way over there, but you wear a
dress in this scene." You compromise in some
cases, but there were very few battles about
that. The stuff was so hard to do that there
wasn't time to fight about the mechanics.

Question: Why would the Directors Guild object?

Henry: Basically, the rule is intended to keep

movie stars from doing a dirty job on directors.
For instance, Steve McQueen can come along
and say, "Oh, yeah, there is that poor old-time r
who hasn't directed a film in twelve years. Let's
get him to direct it, but let's name me as director, also." I'm opposed to the ruling, although I
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appreciate the emotional background of it.

Question: It seems to me that when one

directs, there is a tremen dous differen ce between what one actually sees happening in front
of the camera and then what shows up on the
screen afterwards. Are there any guidelines
that you've picked up along the road?

Henry: There's a mechanical guideline which is a

playback, which we used, althoug h I don't think I
will ever use it again. It's a video playback. It's
VTR, and Jerry Lewis uses it, always has. He was
one of the first to use it. Blake Edwards
developed a system for Paramount some years
ago and used it. Now they've refined it so that
they attach the lens of the television monito r
to the lens of the camera so that you get in scale
an absolutely accurate picture of what you're
shooting, and you can play it back immediately
and see it. What you don't get is a lot of depth of
field. You don't get colors. You don't get the
richness of film at all, but you can see perform ance at a certain level . You can see mistakes.
You can see movem ents and things that you
might want to correct and change. But a good
directo r has a sense about what's going on in
front of the camera. Once you've seen a few
days' worth of film, you have a sense of the
rhythm of the operato r and you know whethe r
you 're in trouble or not.

Question:! was thinking more about perform ance. There seems to be a qualitat ive difference in performance. Merely putting a
frame around someth ing seems to change it.
Your eyes don't see with a frame around it.
Henry: You're absolutely right. You are seeing
material for the first time. The differen ce between seeing an assemblage of a film and seeing
it after a mix is the differen ce between night
and day. I've never seen an assemblage of film
that I've worked on that I haven't though t, "Oh,
my God, what deep, deep trouble we're in! It
sounds awful, it's hollow, and they're wandering
around, and there are too many footstep s, or
there aren't any footstep s, the wind is interfer ing, and it looks creepy, it's not balanced."
Almost everyth ing you do that makes a film
work, you do long after it's shot.

Loeb: The dubbing process is something we
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really never explore. It's hard in a film school.
Have you found that as really an opportu nity to
amend content ?

Henry: It's crucial. Heaven can Wait was made

in dubbing. Again, the differen ce between
American and European films is that Europeans
don't care much about that sound. There is
something unreal about their work, partly
because it's post-synced . For the most part,
they use post-synced dialogue and they don't
strive for natural sound. American audiences
are much more keyed to natural sound . It's
unacceptable to us because we're used to very,
very good technical work on the back end of the
film. so you not only build a film on that end, but
you can and do change it radically with the
sound effects, with the music, with just room
tone alone. You know how sound men take
miles and miles of room tone. At the end of the
day you just stick a microphone out there and
get that hollow sound or that dead sound, or
whatev er it is a room has, or an open field or a
tunnel. No two of those sounds sound the same.
And a good audience can tell, and it accumulates. By the end of the picture with bad
sound, you want to kill someo ne-an American
audience does. You won't accept what the people are doing inside the frame if the frame
doesn't sound like it looks. There's a secret in
that. Some people are real good at it and some
people aren't. A good dubbing crew, mixing
crew, can make or break a film any day.

Question: In Heaven can Wait, there were a
lot of scenes that included both you and Warren
Beatty. In those scenes, who would judge
whether the take was acceptable , who would
say, " Cut," and things like that?

Henry: A lot of the ti me, even when both of us
weren 't in front of the camera, the first assistant director said "cut" and "action " because in
the long run, it really doesn't matter who says
the words. We did have the playback, so we
were able to run back like two little thieves after
a take or several takes and see what we'd done.
Beatty tends to do a lot of takes, so we had a lot
of stuff t o look at al l the time and choose between . I'd make a selection, he'd make a selection, then later on, when the film came down,
we'd decide what we liked.

Jesus, the day before yesterday, didn't he put
his finger up his nose and do something really interesting? " and nobody can remember, you can
shove a cartridge in and look at it. Instead of saying, "I want nine miles of film called up and
printed from all those takes," you can pick it out
and say, " I want 'Take 9.' ljust saw it on the tape.
Print it up."

Question: How did cuckoo's Nest stand up in
rough cut when you saw it? Was everyone
ecstatic?

Henry: No. I'll tell you exactly what I said, and

five months.

this is a wonderful indication of how an alleged,
intelligent, film-educated, and experienced person can be totally wrong. I saw the first cut
which was about two and a half hours long, and I
said to the next person outside the group who
made it, the person who asked me about it, "I
think it's really a breathtaki ng film, but I'm not
sure anyone will go to see it." You see what I
mean?

Question: Why wouldn't you use the playback

Question: I think last year some forty thousand

Loeb: How long did it take to shoot that film?
Henry: I don't know, a long time. It took four or

again?

Henry: I don't like the time it takes to go back

and look at it, and to think about what you see in
it. And it's socially cumberso me, because
everybody wants to come back and look at it. So
you've got to pass a rule that nobody can go
back and see it except the director, the producer, and the script girl. Also, it kills some of my
enjoymen t at waiting for dailies. It cuts either
into the shock of pleasure or of displeasure, in
seeing what you've done the day before. I'd
rather have some kind of confidence in that, I
think.

Loeb: Also, it doesn't look like a film, does it? It's
a different medium.

Henry: It's a crappy television show, is what
you're looking at. What you can see is some
giant mistake like some prop guy moving across
the back of the set. You can see that. If someone
on the crew hasn't told you that happens, then
they should be fired anyway. The value of the
VTR was and is that you have a library of all your
takes on tape that you can look at without having to print all your takes. So if you 're sitting
home on a Saturday and you suddenly say, "Oh,

students graduated from cinema school. My
question is, has the industry's attitude toward
this giant surge of film students been better
than in the past?

Henry: Yeah, much better-as hot as a pistol, in
fact. They see a way to get cheap talent that can
make good films, but it doesn't mean that they
are champing at the bit to hand over five or six
million dollars to everyone who comes out of
film school. But they no longer divide up the
sheep from the wolves, the men from the boys,
whatever. It's no longer the old pros and the
kids who don't know what they're
doing,because it's the kids who don't know
what they're doing who are today's old pros.
The studios are looking. They look at a lot of pictures they never would have looked at five or
ten years ago.

Question: How do you feel about the business
and where it's going?
Henry: I feel optimistic and pessimistic at the
same time. I feel optimistic in that it seems to be
that more kinds of films are being made by
more kinds of people. On the other hand, the
economic realities of filmmaking and of the
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country are such that I suspect a lot of the
money will move over to new technolog ies-to
cable television systems, to Telstar beam stuff,
to big screens. We'll all, one way or another, be
writing or making films for television. And I'm
going to miss sitting in theaters with large audiences, which is the way to see anything.
Whatever it is that McCluhan is talking about,
he is right. There is a fundamen tal difference
between something being projected and
something being electronicized . And there's a
fundamen tal difference between sitting in
your house and having to go someplace and sit
with real people.

Question: would you like to collaborate with
woody Allen sometime?

Henry: I don't really know woody very well.

economics. He can make a film any day he wants
to.

We're acquaintances. We're not friends. I don't
think there would be any point in it. To collaborate with someone like woody, you have to
be a very, very close friend, I think, like Marshall
Brickman. Collaboration involves the subordination of instincts, one to the other. It's like any
kind of relationship between two people. Collaborators spend more time with each other
than they do with their wives and-or husbands.
They're usually happier in that relationship. So I
basically prefer working alone. Also, my habits
are so revolting that I wouldn't want to subject
another person to them.

Question: Why isn't he?

Loeb: Maybe we shou Id wind down a Iittle.

Henry: I don't want to speak for him, but if I did

Henry: I'm willing to do this as long as you want.

Question: How difficult is it for Mike Nichols to
make more films now?

Henry: It's not difficult at all in terms of

speak for him, I would say it's because he's kind
of gun shy. He doesn't want to do something
that isn't going to be successful, so he's going to
wait until he has something he's very, very sure
of. He went into the last two productions he was
involved in-one without a finished script and
the second with a combination of elements he
wasn't altogethe r certain of. And that's
something unusual for him. He usually knows
very much what he's doing when he starts. So
this time, having abandoned four or five projects in one form or another-w hich is nothing
new, everybody does it, but he gets more attention when he does it-this time he's going to
wait until he's got the absolutely right thing.

Question: Do you like to write alone or in collaboration?

Henry: I would love to collaborate if I could find

the right person to collaborate with, but it's
very, very difficult for me.

Question: How about Mel Brooks? Can you collaborate well with him?

Henry: Yeah, we had a lot of fun. It took us
much too long to write a thirty-min ute pilot. We
fooled around for months shooting pool and
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cracking jokes and various antics before we
wrote this thirty-fou r or thirty-six pages,
whatever it was.

Question: What part of the business do you
hate the most?

Henry: That's an interesting question. The part
of it I always disliked the most-wel l, one's sort
of general and the other's slightly more
specific-t he specific part I always disliked the
most is talking about a project with money people, particular ly network people . There's
something about the obligatory meetings that
one has to have before, during, or after a script
is written with network vice presidents in which
all of the talk is phony. It's a real waste of time
and there's something vaguely degrading
about it. Everyone is defining his presence and
his job. That's something of a reflection of what
I dislike about the business. There is also all the
language about show biz, the talk about it. I
don't mean this kind of interchange. I could talk
about film endlessly. I mean the gossipy aspects
of show biz talk, like the participants on The
Johnny Carson Show, when they're talking
about what they've just done, what they're doing now, what they're doing next. It's all smog
condensed into words. And you have to listen to
a lot of that in films because you work with people who talk that way.

Question: I was watching Dick Cavett the other
night and he had Carol Burnett on, and he asked
her about the people she hated or could not
stand. Dick Cavett tried to get her to name
names and she obviously wouldn't. Is there
anyone you hate and wouldn't want to work
with again?

Henry: There's a lot of actors I wouldn't want to

work with again . Not a lot, but there's a few I
wouldn 't want to work with again-so me
because they're very difficult, some because
they're not very good, and some because I personally dislike them, or they me, for one reason
or another. But that's not unlike any other
business .

Question: How much do you perceive life
through the eyes of a writer? How much are you
consciously "watchin g," so to speak.

Henry: There's no way to tell. I don't even know

what my perception as a writer is of things that
go on around me. There have been writers
whose main function in life is to be a
writer-t he James Joyces who carry around little notebooks and write down your dialogue
while you're talking to them, which is very
disconcerting. But it never occurs to me in the
middle of any experience that it's material, except, maybe, when someone tells me a story
and I say, as anyone in the world does, "Jesus,
that's a film, that thing that happened to you!"

Question: What do you think the difficultie s
are for an unknown writer who is outside the
market, who wants to get his material read?

Henry: There are no rules. And no one has

learned anything. I'm sure that Aeschylus in addressing a playwriti ng class in whateve r B.C. it
was, got that question and said, "Gee, I don't
know. Maybe if you give it to the stage
manager ... " Nothing. No steps have been built.

Question: It's my understanding that there's

an agent that you have to go to. It's sort of like
catch-22. You can't get things read until you've
got an agent.

Henry: No agent ever got me a job, except
once in television. All of them have been accidents of time, place and personalities. Some-

one sees me here and says, " Hey why don't
you do this? What if we did that? Did you ever
think about this?" I've never done a job that
came through an agency.

Loeb: Do you have an agent?
Henry: Yeah . "What does he do?" you may ask. I
don't know. He's got a nice office and he makes
a deal, which is something which I have no interest in and don't want to get involved with .

Loeb: Why don't you explain that-wh at an

agent does. If you get the job, he writes the contract?

Henry: Yes, he negotiates a contract. And in

many cases, people looking for writers or
anything else will call an agent and say, "Who
have you got?" There's another person to talk
to. It's O.K. They perform a function . And they
package. It's real difficult to be sure of answers
to these kinds of questions. I was telling Tony
last night that a number of years ago, a girl I
know was teaching at Goddard College and she
said, "I'd like you to look at some of the stuff this
guy is doing." I said, "Send it to me." So she sent
it to me and there were three plays by David
Mamet. I said, "Jesus Christ, this is terrific stuff.
Where is it done?" She said, "It isn't done
anywhere. We do it up here at Goddard. " I had
read an early version of sexual Perversity in
Chicago and Duck variations, and later I read a
play about some guys on a Merchant Marine
ship. I sent Mamet's work to some friends- I
sent his plays to Mike Nichols, and then I sent
them to two well-known New York producers
who are supposed to be sensitive to new
writers. Both producers sent them back. One
said, "Both I and my wife read these, and we not
only don't think they're very good, but we don't
know what the hell you're talking about when
you said they made you laugh." The point of this
is, obviously, that you never know how many
people there are who don't know. I don't know
what the accident was that got David the attention he needed. Persistence and talent are obvious necessities, but there are those accidents
of time and place. Ultimately, talented people
come to them.

Question: Do you ever find yourself thinking
about money people? I mean, is there any time
77

when you're writing a script that you think
about the economy of what you're writing?

Loeb: What did you think about The Godfathen

Henry: Yeah, I do a lot, and it's bothersom e
because I prefer not to. But you have to be
somewhat practical, I think. I don't want to
spend ten million dollars to do something if I can
spend five to do it, and I don't want to spend
five if I can spend two. Partly it's greed, because
if I'm sharing in the profits, I want more. Partly
it's just a sense of waste. When I hear that films
cost twenty million dollars, it gives me the
creeps. It's fine if they get all their money back,
and it puts that many more people to work, and
all that stuff. Up front, it's real scary.

Henry: I loved The Godfathe r, I and //. I like to
think of them as one film. I think The Godfather I and// is as good a film as has been made
in America in years and years. It's a great, great
mythic film.

Question: Is an inexpensive film easier to sell to
producers or whoever backs you?
Henry: Sometimes it's the other way entirely.
You see, if the film is going to cost below the
line, if physically a film is going to cost six million
dollars to make, that means they're going to be
able to say to a studio, "Hey, we've got to have a
two-million-dollar movie star." And that makes
it more packageable. If a script comes in and it
looks like it's only going to cost a million to
make, they're not going to want to spend a
million dollars for a movie star. So then they're
going to say, "There's no use making it because
there isn't anyone we can get for it who will
guarantee an audience." That's the weird
Catch-22 of the business.

Loeb: What is mythic?
Henry: Well, Godfathe r overrides the apparent boundries of its story and of its
melodrama, and presents itself as a larger
metaphor for a way we live and the way we
think about things. It suggests an attitude
towards power and money and the way people
use people. I think it's a spectacular piece of
work.

Question: Do you think it is important for a film
to be mythic?

Loeb: What does the producer do? How many
varieties of producers are there from the Italian
mogul on down? Are there creative producers?
Henry: Yes, there are creative producers. There
are producers who are incredibly creative in
packaging, in making a project possible by bringing the elements to it that make the people
with the money say, "Oh, yeah, I see what you
mean." And there are producers who pride
themselves on understanding material and
making suggestions that are helpful.
Loeb: Do they know how to cut?
Henry: Some producers know how to cut, some
don't. Just like everybody else, it depends
where they started.
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Henry: Yes and no. All films tend to seem to be
mythic because of the process, the size of the
medium. This is an aesthetic discussion . It seems
to me that a film can become symbolic in and of
itself. It is a projection of images in the dark that
have enormous power of implication as a
dream does, much more, say, than in a play or a
book, in a different way than in a play or a book.
Even the most trivial film accumulates some of
that mythic sense, even though it may be a
piece of complete junk, which is why there are a
lot of people making films, who keep making

films, and who really don't make very good
films. They accrue to themselves a kind of function as myth maker that they don't really
deserve. It's weird. You point a camera at a
series of objects-a ny child can do it-and you
make powerful associations. Anybody can make
a film. Not anybody can make a very good one,
but anyone can make a film that an audience
can sit and watch. Maybe they won't like it, but
they won't say, "That's not a film." It's not true
about anything else. A child can't choreograph a
dance, a child can't design a building, a child
can't write a book, a child can't paint a picture.
You can look at it and say, "Mmm, it's not a picture; it's not a building; it's not a dance; it's just a
childish fooling around." A film can fool a lot of
people because it is a collaborative venture. A
moron can hire a great cameraman, a great
editor, a theater, and he's a filmmaker.
Question: Don't you find as a writer that you
constantly run into people who think they are
writers?
Henry: Sure.
Question: I mean, you've written the original
script, and everybody wants to change a line
here and there, or put a joke in.
Henry: No, that doesn't happen a lot, I don't
think. It doesn't happen to me a lot. But then, I
know more than most of them do. They all say,
"This needs rewriting," but they won't know
why or how, except for certain people that you
respect. If Nichols says to me, "This scene
doesn't work," then I've got to think about why
he says it doesn't work because he knows what
he's talking about.
Loeb: He'll know how to define what it is that
doesn't work in the scene.
Henry: The good directors that I know don't
write, but they orchestrat e in the same way
that a conductor does. They don't tell the actor
how to do it, but what it is that they want, as an
orchestra conductor does. He doesn't go down
and play the instrumen t, but he gets it out of
the player. A good director will do that with a
writer.

about specifics? Do they know how to tell you
when something is not right, or is it a
vagueness? Do they say, "Well, I don't know why,
but it's in this section or that structure." ?
Henry: I think good directors are very articulate. Often, however, they are more articulate about why something doesn't work
than what will work in the place. That's only
natural. A really good director knows what the
story is about, as does a really good writer, and
he is in command of the progression. Very often
the skill I am referring to doesn't involve a
literal, verbal interpreta tion. You can take a
Pinter play when it's being written and say,
"How did that guy get in the room? Who the hell
is he? What's he doing here?" And Pinter will
justifiably say to you, "I don't know yet,"
because a good writer's instincts will
sometimes override his sense of logic. It's got
nothing to do with logic. A good writer, as a
good director, will improvise his way to
something that then gives a deeper logic to the
rest of the work.
Loeb: Rocky is a picture that did a lot of
business. It's structured well. It's emotional ly
appealing. How did you feel about that picture?
Henry: I'm not a fan of Rocky. To me, the kind
of structure that doesn't involve surprise,
where I know everything is going to happen, is
not pleasing. And I was not surprised by
anything that happened in the course of that
film.
Loeb: Is surprise an element you are striving for
in your work?
Henry: Oh sure-the kind of surprise that tells
you: "Oh, yeah, if I thought about it I would have
known that that had to happen." Lennie Bernstein was saying something in one of those NET
lessons about Beethoven. He used as an analogy
the familiar four notes from the beginning of
Beethoven's 'Fifth'.The difference between you
and me or Beethoven is that we could have gotten the first three notes out OK. But where
would we go from there, you know? once heard,
the fourth note seems inevitable. He makes it
seem like there could have been no other note.
And that is where the invention is.

Loeb: Are the good directors very articulate
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Question: How do you feel about theater of
the absurd as it relates to film?

What was your method of organizing such a
massive piece?

Henry: I don't know quite how to answer your

Henry: I did something I have never done

question . One uses the absurd as a tool in comedy and it comes naturally to some people. It
comes totally naturally to Heller, obviously,
since it's in all of his work.

Loeb: What does it mean, the absurd?
Henry: The connection of two events that are
seemingly not connectable. If you are told the
punch line, you cannot infer the set-up.

Question: A lot of people are writing
screenplays these days. I was wondering if you
think it's importan t to start in a more literary
medium like the theater. Is that a good stepping
stone toward the writing of screenplays?

Henry: There aren't any practical connections.
Most of the successful film writers are not and
were not playwrights. It's become a vocation
that's extreme ly insular. I know very few screenwriters who were ever novelists or playwrights.
Many in the business are functiona l illiterates.
One medium doesn't bear too much relationship to the other. It can't hurt. I mean, I would
encourage you to read. But it's amazing how
many people one runs into in our world who
have never read a book except in considering it
for adaptation.

from script to film, it did move to the darker
side. About half-way through the film it moves
to the darker side, a little too rapidly for my
taste-so fast that the audience is confused by
the tone of it. In one scene, the tone shifts so
radically that a third of the audience laughs at it
and two-third s don't laugh at all.

Question: When you're writing a script, do you

Question: Where does that occur?

sometimes visualize exact shots and insist on it
being shot that way?

Henry: I write that way but I don't insist. Ob-

viously, you can't write what the camera really
sees because you would then have to write a
book for every shot. You're not going to write
what the art director brings to it, what the
lighting director brings to it, what the movement of each individual actor brings to it, and
those thousand other things that come in as
sooh as the machinery is turned on. A script is an
outline. I write more camera directions than
most writers now do, but that's because I'm
compulsive and I need to think I know what it is
going to look like.

Question: How did you approach catch-22?
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before and hope never to do again. I broke the
book down into about a thousand index cards
and put them up on a wall and stared at them
for a long, long time. I broke the book down in
two ways. I broke it down into events and I broke
it down into characters. At first I started to
cross index them, and finally I realized I would
spend my life trying to do it. So I put the
characters up on one wall and the events on
another, and I had read the book enough times
so that I knew which characters were in which
events, and waited for the form of the film to
take shape. When I knew what the beginning
was and what the end was, I would take cards
down of events I didn't think I needed and
characters I didn't need. Then I began to make a
story.

Question: Do you feel you focused more on the
darker side of the novel than the comedic side?

Henry: No, not in the script. But when it moved

Henry: It occurs when Yossarian takes the place

of the dying soldier, which to me is a heartbreaking and tragic scene, and should play as
that. But half the audience laughs at it because
they had been laughing at absurdities all along.
But here we're trying to develop a differen t
tone. I think the film should be longer by fortyfive minutes. It's cut too short. We dropped
some sequences and it's edited real tightly. I
think it needed more air.

Loeb: You talk a great deal about the audience.
It's an audience medium, obviously. But when
you write, are you writing basically from your
own instinct, or do you sit back and say, "How
will they perceive?" Are you constant ly adding
that factor?

Henry: No, I don't consciously think of the way
the audience perceives. I assume they're
perceiving what I'm perceiving.

Question: Did you suspect your dissatisfaction
with catch-22 or was it a surprise?

Henry: Let me say this. Catch-22 was my
favorite of the films I've worked on . The problems weren 't perceptible until toward the
very end . In fact, they weren't even perceptible
until an audience was in looking at it, and then I
could hear it. We all could hear where the problems were.

Question: How many times do you go watch a
film with an audience? Do you go to the
theaters to catch the action?

Henry: No, not much after it's opened. I'm
always curious to see it in another country, to
see how an audience responds, because there
are amazing differences that are interesting.
It's also interesting to hear me speaking in
another language.

Loeb: The theater has an advantage. When a
play is tried out, you have the chance to watch
and rewrite. That's a problem in film.

Henry: You can do a lot from previews if you
still have time to cut and mix. You can do a
tremendous amount. But it also can fool you.
You can get a maverick audience that can steer
you in a desperately wrong direction.

Question: catch-22 was world War 11, and
Cimino's film could have been any war. In my
opinion, Catch-22 is a more significant film
than The Deer Hunter. I was wondering if it got
any awards.

Henry: No. I don't even think it was nominated
for anything. I wouldn't argue one film against
the other because they really are about vitally
different things. I think Heller's story could be
any war. I mean, it's really about a guy who
doesn't want to die and doesn't believe there is
any greater service in his death. I would suspect
that Cimino has a rather different attitude
about that. Cimino might say that there is some
justification-tha t self-sacrifice has its justification. And his approach is very different.

Loeb: On the subject of films that should be
done or themes that should be explored, does
the oil crisis and the way we're feeling in the
country now come to you as a viable theme?

Henry: Let me put it this way. I have fifty pages
of a script called Gusher which I started writing
three years ago and stopped writing because I
got bored with it. But I think all the things that
are happening are always perceived ahead of
time by writers-not through any great gift,
but simply because if you 're improvising out of
human behavior, you come on to those areas
that will be sensitive. Even in something as silly
as Get smart, we were constantly doing a show
that anticipated current events. I remember a
headline about the CIA or the FBI that ran right
into something we were doing that we thought
was totally absurd. We put on a completely
loony show about Smart getting involved with a
pack of renegade Indians who had a missile aimed at Washington, which turned out to be a
gigantic arrow. In the same month that we did
that show, an Indian tribe rebelled against the
United States government and tried to declare
a portion of-I think it was Oklahoma-as Indian
territory and threatened to nuke Washington. 81

Loeb: How do you feel about China Syndrome?
Henry: That's a perfect example. It's making
millions. I would have suspected Columbia
would have gone in and bribed the guys at
Three Mile Island to have a melt down.

Question: Did you approach Dyan cannon for
the part in Heaven can Wait, or did she come

Loeb: Did you like the picture?

to you asking for it?

Henry: I like a lot of the picture. I think it's got a
few too many things going in it. It's got too
many problems in it that are strangely
resolved- I mean, even at the end I'm confused
by the fact that it seems to me I see this entire
reactor caving in, and they're standing outside
and saying, "Well, it will be fixed in a few days."
And it looked to me like they were in for many,
many years of hard work shoring up that
mother.

Henry: She came to us begging not to do it.
Warren browbeat her into doing it. He wanted
her for it. She didn't see that it was either good
or funny. He negotiated her and browbeat her
into doing it.

Question: How important is film literacy to
people who want to make film?
Henry: Filmmakers today are extremely film
literate because they're mostly film freaks. The
tendency is to encourage an audience, unfortunately, that is only educated in terms of
other films, which I don't think is very good. I
don't mean, necessarily, in terms of remakes,
which I am somewhat constitutio nally opposed
to, in spite of my most recent past. But I mean
that films are endlessly full of quotes from
other films, which I think is not so good. For instance, in Rocky there is a clear quotation from
on The Waterfront, and I think it's stealing an
emotion that it doesn't deserve. It would seem
to me that a literate filmmaker would go out of
his way not to attempt to reproduce the Brando
kiss from waterfront, going down the wall
to the floor, simply because it was done better
by Kazan, and nobody is going to be able to
reproduce it accurately, except in terms of
parody. It simply isn't right to borrow that moment unless you're doing a remake. On the
positive side, a really literate person is more likely to know that this has been done twelve times
before, and he or she can find a better way to do
it. Or a literate person will simply have more
alternatives to be better armed to find new
ways of dealing with people and events. I don't
mean you shouldn't steal, because everybody
steals. You're still going to make films about
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men and women, and almost everything men
and women have done has been written about.
But you still get new voices all the time. The better voices are the ones that have heard all the
other voices.

Question: Do you feel she may establish herself
as a comedienne rather than as a dramatic actress and be more successful that way?
Henry: Anyone who is in a hit film in a part that
has gained some recognition is by virtue of that
fact more successful and more able to call on
other people to do what he or she wants.
Whether she can use that power effectively,
who knows.

Question: Does she feel comfortab le as a comedienne rather than a dramatic actress?
Henry: I don't know what she feels comfortab le
with. She is a natural comedienne. She is naturally funny, though half the time she doesn't know
why or how, as many natural comediennes
don't.

Loeb: I thought one of your clever things is that
she doesn't have many words to say. It's mostly
behavior.
Henry: She doesn't have many words to say,
and many of the words that are said are looped
and put in over her back.

Question: How do you feel about television?
Henry: I don't even watch it. That's how I feel
about it. I just stopped watching it years ago. I
stopped watching prime time television except
for NET years ago. The most I do is watch one o.f
a show. I've seen a Barney Miller. I haven't seen
all of a Barney Miller, I've seen part of one. I
can't think of a reason to watch any of them a

second time because there aren't going to be
any surprises.
Question: Where is the responsibility for that?
Do you think it's the actors, the producers, the
writers?
Henry: I don't know what responsibility means
in that context except that there is a formula of
ingredients for television that has nothing to
do with any aesthetic reality. It's a different
kind of response. It doesn't speak to anything
except a system that by its economic nature
has to appeal to a minimum of thirty or forty
million people each week. Once in a while there
are exceptions, although there are very few. I
even think the alleged, so called, dramatic exceptions, are real flukey. It's not that I haven't
seen good stuff on television-I have. Though a
lot of times when I mention it, nobody knows
what I'm talking about because no one has seen
it.
Loeb: There's a whole other subject. Obviously,
television is an employer-often a first resort
for new people. And in writing for television,
the great consumer, there's a lot of money to
be made.
Henry: There sure is. It keeps a lot of folks off
the streets, but its nature is such that it can't be
very, very good-not if you have to do twentysix of them a year. We used to do forty-four of
them a year.
Question: some can be so good, though, like a
M*A *S*H or a Marv Tyler Moore.
Henry: M*A *S*H is frequently good, it is true. I
don't know why that happens. It's a combination of things-of good writers who at times
can be bad and at times can be good, and actors
that work. But it's unusual.
Question: I'd like to get back to The Graduate.
How instrumental were you in casting Hoffman?
I understand that they were after someone
who was more the Redford type for that
role.
Henry: We were looking for what we called,
"surf boards." our ideal cast was Robert Redford,
Candice Bergen, Ronald Reagan, and Doris
Day. Truly, I'm not kidding. We knew that some

of them were a little old, but ideally that's what
we had in mind-blonde, California, beautiful
types, sort of faceless people. Reagan would
have been a wonderful Mr. Braddock. And we
did ask Doris Day about Mrs. Robinson, and a
couple of other people as odd or odder than
she. I think she or her agent thought it was
much too dirty for her to do and, thank God, she
was right. We tested six actors and six actresses
for Ben and Elaine, including Candice. I can't
remember if we tested Redford or not. We
tested Chuck Grodin, who gave the single best
reading I ever heard an actor give in my life
when he read for Benjamin. But once on film,
Dustin wiped everybody out. I was the only one
who had seen him act. I had seen him in Harry
Noon and Night in New York and I thought,
"God, I know he's sensational." The part I saw
him do was a crippled German transvestite. I
just believed that man. I believed that he was
crippled; I believed he walked with a limp; I
believed that if he wasn't German by origin, he
spoke German fluently because his accent was
so brilliant. It was a breathtaking performance.
At first it wasn 't easy to see this kind of actor
becoming our idea of Ben Braddock. Once he
did the scene, it was clear that he could and did.
Once we did the test, it was very clear. He did
the scene with Elaine when she comes to his
room in college and asks him what he's doing
there. I think we had him do one other, but I
can't remember what it was. And then we both
sat down and cast from Mike's ideas, and my
ideas, and whoever else was around.
Question: Did you cast Dustin first?
Henry: I think we cast Dustin first, but I don't
remember any more. I might add that we had a
screening . The screening I always want to skip is
the screening for one's friends. It's the most
dangerous screening and the most betraying
screening. In fact, I had managed to skip it except with Mike, who feels compelled to show a
picture that he's finished to his friends-most
of whom are in the business and are supposed
to be an educated audience. So we assembled
this group of maybe forty or fifty people, and
they saw the finished picture, and they came
out and said-this is additional to my story
about myself and cuckoo's Nest-they said,
"Well, it's a beautifully made film, Mike. It's a
shame about that boy. He's so unattractive
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home recording units where a guy can sit in his
apartment and view movies in the privacy of his
own home for three or four hours. He's at the
controls. Like the Woodstock generation is
gone, the Seventies is where everybody is into
himself. I think it shows, as far as statistics in
theater. I just think that Hollywood should do
something about it-not let television overpower films.

physically, for one thing. There isn't a woman in
the audience who isn't going to go, 'Wretch,'
he's just so creepy." For a split second we
thought, "Oh, Jesus, we've put our foot into it
this time." But they were wrong and they usually are. The next screening was for real people,
and the real people responded as people do.

Loeb: It's interesting because you moved away
from parody. If you had a Redford, the thing
would have been flat-out sarcasm, it seems to
me. But with him, it's emotionally more
legitimate.
Henry: As soon as we thought, "Yes, Dustin will
play the part," the rationale was given to
us-the rationale being: "Well, of course that's
what Benjamin looks like. He doesn't look like a
surf board. He's a throw back. There's
something more with him. He's out of his time
and he's out of his place." We were all so surfboarded by our idea of Charles Webb, who
wrote the book and who is himself a surf
board-a big nice looking blonde guy. And he
was clearly writing about himself, or his idea of
himself.

Question: Going back to talking about the
theaters themselves, it seems like audience
turnout in movies, at least in this country, is dependent on a lot of variables-th e spirit of the
times, and things like that. Television is increasing every year in power. Now there are those
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Henry: Hollywood is in the business of making
money like every other business is. Hollywood
isn't in the business of the creative arts. There
are two things that come to mind about your
question if, indeed, it was a question rather
than an accusation, which isjustifiable. One, you
can't keep an audience out of a film they want
to see. You can review it to death and tell people
that under no circumstances should they see
Love Story or Jaws, etc. No critic can force an
audience to see a film they don't want to see. All
of them writing at once cannot make a film
work. More and more, the audience seems to
know what it wants to see at the moment a film
is released. I don't know why and I don't know
how. It has something to do with massive media
input into everybody today about things like
that. You know whether a film is going to make
it almost immediately, from the first day. And it
has nothing to do with what people have said
about it, what the so-called taste-makers have
said about it. You can finagle that a little. You
can con some of them, you can do a little of that
stuff, but it doesn't matter. The second thing is
that rather than moving in the direction of
building audiences for theater, the industry of
Hollywood is gearing in the opposite direction.
RCA is going to be marketing their playback
system very soon, thin discs with movies on
them. Their marketing research tells them that
the audience for films in the theater now is between thirteen and twenty-six. Hence, RCA will
be marketing for that audience. What they're
looking for is a multi-billion dollar industry based
on the thirteen to twenty-six year olds coming out of a film they like and buying a disc of
that film for house use like they would buy a
record album. RCA's numbers indicate to them
that they'll increase gross earnings of the industry by some several billion dollars and keep a
fairly tight hold on the real audience that goes
to the movie. It'll be like coming out of a concert
and buying the record.

Question: Do you think that coming out with

lives in England?

the playback systems will open up filmmaking
as a creative art-that there will be more room
for independent filmmakers?

Henry: Well, I've known him for a long time and

picture might come back.

it's totally in his character. He's a crazed genius
who is very Howard Hughes-like, and he lives
where he thinks he's safest. I mean, he is Howard
Hughes. I was sitting once in John Calley's office
in Warner Brothers and Kubrick called. This was
about the time Barry Lyndon was about to be
released. He said, "You have to move the opening in Detroit from such and such a theater to
such and such another theater on a different
date. And Calley said, "Stanley, what are you
talking about? We've got the ads made up." He
said, "No, no, I've run it through the machine."
He's got a machine, he's programmed a
machine, he knows all the theaters in Detroit or
any other city. He knows exactly what percentage of blue collar and white collar people go to
that theater, and what color they are, and what
time they like to go because they eat at acertain time. He's completely obsessed by the
method-not only of making a film, but of selling it. There's no one quite like him, in that
respect, anywhere in the world.

Henry: That's what television is, of course.

Question: You said earlier that you enjoyed

Question: How did you feel about coming
Home winning all those awards last year?

writing dialogue more. Do you get slow or
stuck in describing where the dialogue is taking
place?

Henry: Fine with me. I think it's a silly system, so

Henry: It's not describing where it's taking

Henry: It is certainly possible that there will be
because it will be possible for them to recoup
costs of making a film overnight, in terms of
closed-circuit or satellite television . I've
seen the forecasts and they are remarkable.
You can't break these discs, you can't burn
them, you can't stab them, they'll last forever,
they're much better than tape in terms of quality. There's going to be an awful lot of hardware
on the market inside of ten years because there
are two of those systems coming out, plus all
the playback systems that are out now. Unless
we're in some staggering depression, which is
also possible, they're going to sell an awful lot of
them. And the audiences will solidify more and
more between the ages of thirteen and twentysix.

Loeb: That's an incredible projection. The 'B'

whatever they want to do is OK. I liked a lot of
the film and I didn't like some of it. I think it's extremely well-made. I think it's extremely loaded
in a way that it didn't have to be. I think Voight's
performance is wonderful. I think the use of the
music is ridiculous.

Loeb: What do you mean by loaded?
Henry: I think it could have been an infinitely
more interesting film if the Bruce Dern
character hadn't been this manic, crazed cartoon of American war mongering. It left me
wondering what the problem was. You'd have
to be blind, deaf, and dumb not to want to pick
Voight over Dern.

Question: Do you like Stanley Kubrick?
Henry: I like him a lot.
Question: Do you find it interesting that he

place, it's in knowing where you're going with
the dialogue, what you're going to do with it. I
tend to overwrite dialogue enormously. Story is
hard for me-getting from one place to
another and why. I can write episodic stuff
endlessly. You have to think of structure and
timing, and beginning, middle, and end of
things. very few films have three acts. The second act is really the crucial place in a film. It's
very hard to find it.

Question: Is it harder to do comedy on film that
on stage?

Henry: I don't think it's harder. You have an
awful lot of weapons at your disposal on film,
which can make an audience laugh on an incredibly juvenile level. Let's talk about Animal
House. It's hardly the height of sophistication.
But it browbeats an audience with the laughter.
I've done it myself loads of times. You can push
an audience into laughing.
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Question: Do you have a particular environment and time of day that helps you write?

Henry: Yeah. Unfortuna tely, I'm better in the
middle of the night, which makes living difficult.

Loeb: Do you have trouble with the discipline,
with getting down to it?

·

Henry: I'll do anything to avoid it-pray for
phone calls, answer mail from people I hate and
don't want to ever correspond with .

Question: What makes you finally sit down and
do it?

Henry: Desperation. Deadlines used to. That's
why television was good or bad-becau se it had
deadlines. Insanity makes me do it, ultimately .
My fear of not having done it is greater than my
fear of having to do it.

Question: So you don't have a routine like two
hours a day or five hours a day.

Henry: No, I don't. I will sometimes sit there day
after day after day not writing anything.

Question: Do you work on a burst of inspiration, or will you sit there and stare at your
typewriter and just force yourself?

Henry: There are tricks, none of which work for
me, but work for a lot of people, and I've tried
them all. Dope is a trick that doesn't work at all.
It doesn't work for me and I don't think it works
for other people. Another trick, if you get stuck
is to jump ahead . It doesn't work for me, but it
does work for some people. One or two people I
know write nonsense. They do what Fellini does
with his actors. They get stuck and they say,
"Well, Marge says, 'I love you, chicken. Why don't
you meet me on Tuesday?' Whoopie, hello."
Just drivel. They'll do that for a page or so until
they get to someplace else, and then pick it up
and go back later. I can 't because I'm totally
compulsive. I can't go to page thirteen until the
first twelve are done.

Loeb: Do you rewrite constantly over the first
twelve?

Henry: I always start at the beginning . If I want
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to revise, I revise. If I don't, I go on ahead.

Question: Do you find it better to have the
theme of the story worked out to begin with?

Henry: It's hard to say. It depends what it is. If
it's an adaptation, you pretty well know what
the theme is. Then it's a matter of how much
you want to free your characters to do what
you want them to do outside of what the
original author had them do.

Question: Do you find yourself going back and
rewriting much?

Henry: No. When I'm through, I'm usually
through . Sometimes I'll go back and make
changes, sure, but never really heavy
rewrites-e xcept when a script is very, very
long, as sometimes they are. Then it's a matter
of cutting . And then when you start cutting,

things begin to fall apart.

why it's there.

Question: Are you generally satisfied, or at

Loeb: Does the sunlight boggle the mind,

least pleased with what you finish?

change the manners, and ruin the morality?

Henry: Yeah, I'm generally satisfied at the end

Henry: There is no reason to change gear in Los

of writing. I'm so thrilled that I'm through with
it that I'm determined to be satisfied. But I've
never been totally satified with anything . I've
never said, "Yeah, that's it, I can do no better,
and nothing can improve on that." Never.

Question: How much control do you have?
Henry: Very little. The contracts are getting
longer and more complicated. If you say you'll
go in and help cut a film, they'll let you because
one, they figure you'll bring some amount of
knowledge to what has to be cut, and also, it will
keep you from screaming and yelling when it's
shown. I think they have that in mind, too.

Loeb: Move away from that for a second and
tell us about Los Angeles. We read all of this
stuff about how bizarre and meshuggeh it is.
Tell us about L.A.

Henry: You mean the wife swapping and stuff?
Los Angeles is controlled, as every city is, by
money, by big money people. This hasn't got
anything to do with anything. I'm improvising
now, you understand that. If I come to
something interesting, maybe I'll know it. I have
a theory about why Los Angeles is without a
really indigenous cultural life. The business
community, which is responsible in every community for the money that's given to make
culture possible, is keyed to Wall Street time, as
they are in any money center in this country.
The market opens at 10:00. The floor opens at
10:00 or 10:30, which means that businessmen
are at their desks by 7:00 or 7:30 in the morning,
Los Angeles time. In order to play golf, that
means they get up at 5:00. By 6:00 in the evening or 7:00, when they're home, they're
thoroughly exhausted and do not want to hear
about a play, a book, a film, or anything else,
much less a museum. And that's how come Wall
Street is responsible for there being no culture
in Los Angeles. It may or may not be true, but I'l l
defend it to your death, not mine. The reason
they went to Los Angeles to make films in the
first place was because of the sunlight. That's

Angeles. You dress the same all day and all
night. There is no such thing as formality on any
level. You meet somebody and you know him intimately right away. The best thing that someone said to me recently, and I can hardly wait
to fit it in someplace, was the other day at
somebody's house. Some guy sitting on the
floor with a diamond chip in his left ear said, " I
really want to thank you for Heaven can Wait.
It put me in a real up space." There's nothing as
good as real jargon. That made me happy for a
long time, that I put this guy in an up space.
Those are keynotes, keystones, key somethings
of Los Angeles. It's a very odd place. People in
the business tend to live, eat, and sleep it. I know
guys who can't figure out why their wives left
them. They talked all through the night in bed
about the deal they were making and still don't
know what it is that put off their spouses. There
is a severe brain damage, there's no question
about it. But it's so benevolent, it's so benign,
that it tricks you into thinking that everyone is
happy. I'm not sure they are. They did invent:
"Have a nice day." They did add that to our lives.

Loeb: Doris Day seems absolutely California.
Henry: Yeah, there's no queston. I doubt if she
could have existed if California didn't invent
her. I don't run it down. It has some nice things
about it, as long as you recognize that it is very
inner-directed. Real dark Jews from New York
have gone there, and in one generation they
have produced tall blonde children. I swear to
you that the beach invades the genes.

Question: Do you think the industry in California is too unionized with the directors, the
writers, the cameramen, and everybody else,
separated according to craft?

Henry: It's always a problem between one's
own anarchic instinct and the desire for some
kind of protection. Once you've been screwed,
you want to be protected. And everyone always
gets screwed someplace along the line. On the
other hand, the more rules and regulations
there are, the more boundaries are placed on
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what you do and how you do it. So I don't know
what the answer is. You do get crazy when the
teamsters tell you you have to have twelve
chauffeu r driven cars, even though you're doing an animated film. It is very irritating , but
those are the rules of the game. You can work
outside the system, too. There was offBroadway. Then it gets too expensive, and they
go off-off Broadway. That will always happen.
As new technological develoments happen, it
will make other things possible. If I were starting
out now, I would pay a lot of attention to tape. I
would really explore the possibilities of half-inch
tape, quarter-inch tape, and doing stuff on it,
just to learn, if nothing else, how to maneuver
people around, how to work with actors in a
system that isn't so prohibiti vely expensive as
film is. The stuff that's being done on NET in
television on tape is formidable. Some of it is
wonderful. They're getting better at it all the
time. The theory by those guys who've done
millions and millions of dollars worth of
demographics and market research is that
there is a big, if not bigger market for theatrical
films on record than for music. Obviously, there
is a differenc e in the two. You have to sit and
watch a film . You can wander around and hear
music, and not tend to it. But judging from the
enormous amount of money being made by
bootleggers, there is a huge market for pictures.

Loeb: I hope there's some truth to the fact that
people need to go out of their houses, that
there will always be a place for film in the
theater with an audience.

Henry: It's a massive, vicious circle, as more and

more people are afraid to move out of their
houses, afraid to go on the streets. It gets more
expensive and more difficult. The strong are going to survive, and the strong are thirteen to
twenty-six, or whatever, and they also can afford it. A guy can't take a family of four to park
his car and see a film and get popcorn and get
mugged and all that stuff. I don't like it. That's
why New York fools you, because you go up
Third Avenue, and there's nothing but a continuous line to see movies from Fifty-fift h
Street on up to Seventy-second Street. It's just
one endless line. But they are all thirteen to
twenty-seven years old. And they can walk and
it's not as hard on them.
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Question: You spoke earlier about the success
of The Deer Hunter. Have you seen
Apocalypse Now?
Henry: I haven't, but I would say that the suc-

cess of both of those films has made any film
dealing with what has been a taboo subject,
much less of a taboo. Any studio will now entertain the idea of a film that touches on the war. I
don't know anyone who is doing one right now,
but I'm sure there is. I don't think the studio is
saying, "Hey, let's find another amputee and
see what we can generate," or "Let's build Russian roulette into another movie." If somebody
who has made a couple of films comes by with a
war picture, they're not going to throw him out
the door right away.

Question: In casting, looking back on the films
you've worked on, it seems like a lot of the main
parts were taken up by type casting . Would you
ever cast away from type?

Henry: I don't know. I don't think of it as type

casting. The ideal is to get all the actors you
think are terrific and force them into the parts.
But nobody in The Graduate would have been
acceptable to any casting agent-n ot one person, with the possible exception of Katherine
Ross, who was not an agent's suggestion. In
catch-22, all we did was get the best actors we
thought we knew and find parts for them all.
With the exception of Arkin and Welles, nobody
was that well known as an actor. In terms of
marketability, they were not box office people.
Obviously, you know if Barbra Streisand is going
to be in a picture, people are going to come and
see it, no matter how awful it is. I think she's only
made one film that didn't make a lot of money.
Burt Reynolds, also. You have to struggle really
hard to keep an audience out of his movies. You
can do that, or you can go to type-bu t it really
isn't going to type because one actor does a
good job in a part, he is that type. Sometimes,
then, he gets stuck forever. But you can turn
him around. Most Academy Awards are given to
actors who have played out of type. In coming
Home, Voight, as you probably know, was
originally wanted to play the husband, which
would have been better for the film, but not as
good for Jon. I mean, it would have been better
for the film if someone like Voight had played
that part, I think-m ore interesting, more
balanced.

you are curious, that's the only thing that
counts. There's nothing better than an endless
curiosity. The thing that took me a long time to
learn is to respect people who say, "What does
that mean?" even if it's the dumbest thing that
they ever heard of, rather than people who
never ask, "What does that mean? How do you
do that? Who is Theodore Roosevelt?" The people who never ask and the people who are afraid
to ask and the people who don't care are in trouble.

Question: Do you like what Forman did with
Hair?

Feature credits

Henry: Yeah, I like what he did with it. It was tak-

screenwriter:

ing an elephant gun to kill a flea, is what I
thought. I think he did brilliant things with it,
but I still think the basic material is soft. But I
have a problem there. You put a prototypic
flower child hero in front of me and I want to
move away. I think Treat Williams was brilliant in
it. But I don't care. I get out of the park. I don't
stay with them. I don't spend the night with
them in the band shell. No way. I don't go swimming in Central Park. I'm not that dumb. I know
there are rats in it. There's too much "shocking
the bourgeoisie" in it. It's easy to do. He does it
brilliantly. The number 'Black Boys, White
Boys' is a great number. It's brilliantly thought
out-infini tely better than it ever was in the
play. What Forman does is apply a great, more
active intelligenc e and sensitivity to the
material. I think Galt MacDermot is a very good
composer, and that's most of it. Other than
that, I thought the play was fairly pathetic. The
movie is better than the play because of Forman .
And it was also photograp hed by one of the
greatest cameramen in the world . Miroslav
Ondricek could shoot this room and make it look
spectacular.

TheCraduate(withCalderWillingham) . . 1967
candy ......... ......... ........ . 1968
catch-22 . ...... . ......... ........ 1970
The Owl and the Pussycat ......... . . 1970
What's Up DOC? ......... ......... . 1970
(with David Newman and Robert Benton)
The Day of the Dolph In ......... .... 1973
First Famlly ......... ......... .... 1980

Director:
Heaven can Walt (with warren Beatty) .. 1978
First Famlly ..... . ......... ....... 1980

Actor:
The craduate ......... ......... ... 196 7
catch-22 . ......... ......... ..... . 1970
Taking Off .. ......... ......... ... 1971
TheManw hoFelltoE arth ......... . 1976
Heavenc anwalt .... ......... ..... 1978
Old Boyfriends . ......... .... . ..... 1979
First Famlly ......... ......... .... 1980
Clorla ......... ......... ......... 1980
These credits reflect the best information readily available to
date.

Loeb: I want to thank you for coming here. It's
really been marvelous.

Henry: Any time. Well, not any time. I'll think
about this tomorrow and say, "Well, there are
about nine or ten thousand things I said that I'd
like to take back and change, because I really
believe the reverse." The answers are not given
to me more than to anyone else. But as long as
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Loeb: William Friedkin began here in Chicago in

television, making documentaries. His first
feature was called Good Times, with sonny and
Cher, that was a springboard that led to The
Night They Raided Minsky's in 1968. Both pictures have a sensitive visual strategy, and we all
knew that their directo r was going to be important. William Friedkin went on to make The
French conne ction and The Exorci st and
Cruising, among others. We have before us a
young man who is a veteran already in the motion picture business. He is one of the most importan t film directors working in America today.
Friedkin: You really don't have to applaud,

because I would like to just make this as easy and
as natural as we can between each other. I'm
happy to be here and I'll try to answer any questions you might have.
Loeb: You've solved the two most basic

creative proble ms-th e adaptation of material
by an extrao rdinary playwright, where the
words are import ant, and the origination of
new work like The French conne ction, which
is conceived directl y for the screen. Do you have
preferences in this regard? What are the
stresses dealing with material from anothe r
medium?
Friedkln: I would never do anothe r play on film .
I've done two. I did The Boys in the Band and
The Birthd ay Party, and neithe r one of them

works as well as the original play. I liked the
material in both cases very much, and I was
mistaken in the assumption that you could take
a great play and turn it into a film withou t losing
in the process. When you go to see a play,
something that is written for the theate r, you
are making your own visual selection of what
you want to see, what you want to focus on .
Even though there are some very definit e
choices made for you by the playwright, the
play is still filterin g throug h your own prism.
When somebody undertakes to film a play,
they're deciding for you what is significant.
That is a great imposition on the material,
especially on a comedy. Boys in the Band was
enormously funny on the stage, when people
felt like they were at a party which was happening around them. In the film, you can't play the
whole thing in a wide shot, and I found that I had
to accent the funny moments. I'd go in and cut
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to a guy just when a punch line was going to
come, which is the obvious thing to do. But this,
in a way, takes the juice out of it. works that are
written primarily for the stage, in my opinion,
belong there. I think there are rare exceptions. I
think Olivier's produc tion of Hamle t, the film, is
fascinating as a motion picture . But it's certainly an enormous depart ure from Shakespeare's
play. The soliloq uies are done as inner
monologues in Hamlet's mind. Many of the
soliloquies are dropped totally, or just a line or
two are used as a transit ion to a visual mome nt.
What Olivier was trying to do was visualize this
great play, and he did. I think Virginia Woolf is a
marvelous film of a play, but primarily because
it had an ideal cast which could have only been
brough t togeth er for the movie. Those are not
the kind of people that would play on stage
every night for a year. In the case of the films of
the plays I made, they were the least satisfactory from a personal standp oint of any films
I've made. The future of motion pictures, the
future of cinema, is not to be found in adaptation of plays or books or anything else. People
like yourselves are going to be creating them.
Whenever I go to a film school, I try to encourage people not to think about adaptation.
Trashy novels, as I'm sure you heard, make the
best movie s because you're not losing
anything. The original is not being violated.
Really wonde rful novels do not make good
movies. The Reme mbran ce of Things Past,

The Magic Mount ain, one Hundr ed Years of

Solitud e-it would be a travesty to film these.
I've read Harold Pinter's screenplay for The
Remem brance of Things Past, and it's a
remarkable screenplay, wonderf ully written,
but equivalent to a Reader's Digest version.
Loeb: The French connect ion is a favorite of
all of ours. You had a lot to do with the writing,
as well as directing. Talk about the character of
Popeye Doyle a little bit. I felt ambivalent about
him, but I'll never forget that he picks his feet in
Poughkeepsie.
Friedkin: Popeye Doyle, the guy that Gene
Hackman played, was based on a real cop named
Eddie Egan in New York. All of the scenes in the
picture, with the exception of the chase scene,
were incidents or moment s out of Eddie Egan's
life. I traveled around with Eddie Egan, Gene
Hackman, and Roy Scheider, who played his
partner, Sonny Grosso. I had them go around
with Egan and Grosso for three months before
we made the film. We took notes, we made
tapes, we literally assimilated the lives of these
two cops. Out of that, at the end of a night or
the next day or three days later, we would get
together and compare notes on what they said,
what they did, what their reactions were. And
that's how the script was made up. The script
came up out of our own perceptions of the real
people. From day to day, I would say, "Hey,
rememb er that scene where they went into
that bar in Brooklyn and did this or that? Let's
set that up and do it." Very little of that, if any,
was in the original screenplay. We had a broad
outline which we followed to some extent, but
when I cut the film, it became a differen t experience. It seemed to me that these two cops
were very vulnerable guys. Much of their
motivati on was out of their own fear. And I
must say that I found sort of a kinship with that.
I find that the films I make, for one reason or
another, all have to do with my own fears going
way back. I recognized somethin g I could fix on
with these two cops. They were doing a whole
macho trip that had very little to do with what
the law said at that time, or what they had a
license to do. What I tried to do was capture the
essence of these guys on film. That's what I set
out to do-not to make a chase picture. I felt
that if I could get Egan and Grosso down on film,
they would be extraord inary characters. It
seemed to me I was dealing with the thin line

that can exist between policemen and criminals. These cops broke the law constantly in
order to uphold the law. They were walking
around with a badge. They had a license to beat
people up, to shoot people, whateve r, and to
deal in narcotics in order to get informat ion
about narcotics dealers. And here was this
dealer, this guy who they were supposedly trying to capture, and he was urbane, civilized,
warm, a sort of romantic guy. He had a wife
whom he was in love with and doted on, and a
wonderf ul sort of partnership, and he had
elegant taste in clothes and music and food.
And he was a criminal, and these two cops were
wearing badges. Now, right there was an extraordina ry counterp oint that's ideal for a
story. You've got a balanced situation there
with criminals that have the souls of gentle people, and cops that have the souls of criminals.
That was the idea upon which we based the
story.
Question: The fact is that Popeye Doyle was
basically an unlikeable guy in the tradition al
Hollywood sense. There was nothing to like,
really.
Friedkin: What you have to thinkabo utasa filmmaker is not whether these characters are
to be liked or hated, but whether they are interesting enough to involve you. Most of the
people that I tend to focus on are not likeable
people, per se, but they're complicated people
who are enormously human.
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Loeb: I would add something to that. Popeye's
intensity is very attractive. His drive is his
vulnerabil ity. One of my frustration s, though,
was with the ending, which seemed to be
calculated for the sequel.
Frledkln: Well, it wasn't. I had no idea there was
going to be sequel. When it came up, I turned it
down. I would never do a sequel of any of my
films, least of all that one. There was no more to
say about the subject. It wasn't an epic you
could go on with like The Godfathe r, which was
a story of many generations. I had no idea of a
sequel. The ending was my choice. I just don't
happen to feel that you've got to tie everything
up neatly at the end . What I like to do, whenever
possible, is to provide an experience for the audience, which amounts to a kind of dialogue.
And when they leave, when the audience goes
out of there, they debate the ending. They talk
about what it meant to them. What is the ending of 2001? I have my own idea what it's
about. My own feelings are very strong, but it's
not presented to me clearly or unambiguously.
The film opened my mind to many interpreta tions. And this, I think, is the best thing a filmmaker can give to an audience -the possibility
of many interpretat ions. The most fascinating
films I've seen, even some of the most conventional films out of the Forties, are not films
where there is a pat conclusion. Take a film like
All About Eve, which was made in 1950.The ending is not neat. All the strings are not tied up.
What is there, powerfully and unmistakably, are
the implications, reverberat ing in your mind
when you leave the theater. At a certain point,
if you 're lucky enough to be able to continue
making films as I have, then what you reach out
for is larger ideas, and they're not always found
in neat endings.
Loeb: You talk about implications, and all of us
feel, I think, an enormous insecurity about today's society, today's world. What are the
themes that are interesting to you now? Do
they come out of the dilemmas of the times?
Frledkln: The only thing that really seems to interest me personally, the stories that I drift
toward, involve irrational fear. This is what The
Birthday Party is about-irra tional fear. In
many ways, it's the theme of all of my films, I
think, without my knowing it, without my having pushed it. I must say, it was a critic
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someplace who pointed this out to me, and I
thought about it. And there are not many
things that I've read by critics that have impressed me as being on the nose, but that was. I
am also interested in people who live with very
few alternatives. The first film that I made in
this town was a document ary about a man named Paul Crump, who had been on death row for
nine years. Really, what was going on inside this
man intrigued me, I must say, more than his
plight. Imagine sitting in that cell night after
night after night, wondering when the warden
is going to come down the hall and read you the
notice that you're finally going to the electric
chair tomorrow night. There was one time
when this man was stayed one hour before he
was supposed to die. He was sitting with his
knees crossed in a Buddhist meditatio n
posture, waiting in a kind of suspended animation, unsure, because he had previously had
three other stays of execution. And he heard
the footsteps coming down the hal l with less
than an hour to go, and he thought, "Oh, my
God, this is it. At the end of those footsteps is
my reprieve or my death sentence." And he
counted the seventeen steps. The warden
came to his cell and approached him and had a
piece of paper in his hands and said, "Paul, I've
got something for you that I'm supposed to
read to you." And it was a notice that his wife
had just divorced him. His final reprieve came
from the governor with ten minutes to spare. I
guess dealing with that material, the events in
Paul Crump's life, has had profound reverberations in the work that I've done since then. The
man most responsible for giving me a start in
this town was Red Quinlan, when he was general
manager of WBKB Television. I didn't know a
goddamned thing about how to make film
when I made the Crump documentary. I was a
live television director. I had directed a thousand or two thousand television shows, literally.
But it was doing the Crump story that led me to
teach myself, along with Bill Butler, who was
then a live cameraman in Chicago, who also
wanted to learn how to make film. Bill and I went
down to an equipmen t rental house in Chicago
called Behrend's. We went in and we saw Jack
Behrend and said, "Will you teach us how to load
and operate a camera and a tape machine?
Then we'l l rent your equipmen t for a month or
so because we're going to make a film ." He
taught us . And we learned just about
everything you need to know in the space of a

day. I've never had another lesson since then.

Loeb: You talked a moment ago about story
content. What can you say to these people,
many of whom are taking screenwriting? The
message here is: write out of yourself, write out
of your own experience.

Friedkin: Maybe not at first. The first thing we
all do is imitate, and some of us imitate for an
entire career. Many strong careers in filmmaking have been built on imitation of others.
Everyone starts by imitating. You find some
writer or film director or maybe an actor whose
work turns you on, and you emulate it. And
there's no sin in that, none whatsoever,
because the rudimentary exercises that you're
going to do invariably come out of something
that you've seen that has moved you very deeply. Don't be afraid to imitate the work of someone you admire. Go and do it. And out of it, if
you ever eventually have anything to say, your
own voice will develop.

There's nothing in its class, and it is an enormously eclectic, collaborative work. The cinematographer, Gregg Toland, had developed
deep focus, single light source photography in
other previous films he had done. But nobody
had come along who was willing to give him as
much latitude as Orson Welles did. Robert Wise,
the editor, became a very important film director. Wise directed west Side story, I want to
Live, sound of Music. And his assistant on the
film, Mark Robson, also became a fine American
director. There were a lot of people who literally
went to school on that film. Many of us, who
have seen it since, went to school on it in other
ways. I must say, I never had the opportunity to
go take any film courses. But I'll tell you that I
think somebody can look at Citizen Kane about
a hundred times, which is what I did, and they
can get close to understanding what filmmaking is about.

Question: Did The Informer give you anything,
Bill?

Loeb: What did you imitate?

Friedkln: I think The Informer is a terrific film,
but I'm talking about a seminal work. The In-

Friedkin: Orson Welles. But I'm not alone in

former works on a different level in its simplicity of story telling. You can look at The Informer
and see how to tell a story clearly, within a
budget, with the simplest of means. The Informer is one of the early impressionist films of
the American cinema. I mean, the whole thing
was shot on a sound stage. Yet, it evokes Ireland
better than any film that has been made on
location in Ireland with color. Many of the people that worked on The Informer in 1935, worked on Citizen Kane five years later. It was made
at the same studio, RKO, and many of the same .
technical people worked on it. There were some
extraordinary things done at RKO in the Thirties
and Forties. I'm talking about Fred Astaire and
Ginger Rogers musicals, The Informer, Citizen
Kane, films like Kitty Foyle. And yet, this was
the poorest studio in Hollywood. They went out
of business fast. Howard Hughes took it over
and ran it into the ground. He was a lousy
businessman. He made The outlaw for RKO.
There's some good stuff in that, too.

that. Citizen Kane is a quarry for filmmakers,
just as James Joyce's Ulysses is a quarry for
writers. It doesn't mean anybody's ever going
to write a book that is as experimental or as farreaching or as important as Ulysses, but you're
going to learn from the techniques utilized in
Ulysses. And if you look at a film like Citizen
Kane, you're going to absorb enormous ideas
about how to light a set, how to montage a sequence, how to tell a story on a number of
levels. It is to me, still, after all these years and all
the films I've seen, the most perfectly integrated piece of technical work that I've seen.

Loeb: You said what filmmaking is about
before,in reference to Kane. Get away from
film, if you will, and tell us what the film process
means to you.
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Friedkin: If you want to boil it down, Tony, to its
ultimat e simplicity, you are telling a story on
film. That is what you're doing. You are telling a
story, even if your story is totally poetic and
abstrac t and impressionistic, because that's
what the impressionists are doing. They're giving you a feeling from the canvas -a feeling
about a tree, a sunset, whatever. But they are
limited, of course, to this one frame. You, who
are not limited to one frame- who are putting
one frame against anothe r frame against
anothe r frame against anothe r-are doing so
to tell a story. In that story, you're going to conveyyou routloo k on life oryourf ears or your impressions of life. Because very few of us are
Tolstoy, our impressions are not going to be
universal and all inclusive. They're going to be
much simpler, but they're going to be about us.
This is someth ing that requires a lot of
tolerance, I feel. Even the worst piece of crap
imaginable is interest ing to me because it says
how somebody felt about what he was looking
at. If I give you this damned bowl of water here,
each one of you is going to have a differen t way
of looking at it. If I give you this set-up and a
camera and a choice of lenses, you're going to
look at it in a differen t way. That may be the
first step in the telling of your story. If it's
nothing more than conveying your impressions
about what you see up here-tw o guys sitting
with this bowl between them and glasses and
whatever, the choices become innumerable.
Every one of you is going to make a differen t
choice in how to visualize it. Once you start to
visualize it, you as a filmmak er are going to
think about how you see it, because you don't
really think about how you see something until
you're forced to think about it. Then, when
you're forced to think about it, a whole world of
possibilities opens itself up to you. You may find
you think differen tly about it than you originally though t you did. This is what has happened to
me on film after film. The best that's inside of
me comes out, as well as the worst. It takes a
long time to r~alize that the worst in you is going to come out, too, when you're given a
· chance.

Loeb: Bill, let me ask you a tough question. Can

you remem ber a scene or a sequence in which
really there was a momen t when you felt absolutely in control, when you were doing your
best work?
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Friedkin: I'll tell you an interest ing story about
The Exorcist that I don't think I've ever told
before in public. The most exciting momen ts
for me occurred during the beginning of the exorcism sequence with Max van Sydow. I hired
Max to play Father Merrin because I considered
him to be the finest film actor in the world. We
had the usual meetings and went through
make-up sessions, deciding how he was going to
look. He had to age about thirty years in this
part. It all seemed to work out very well. We got
on the set and defined what he was going to do,
where he was going to go when he first goes in
the house and meets the mother whose child is
supposedly possessed. We shot the first couple
of days. And that was the most rewarding,
creative work I have ever done. I would say
something to Max about how I felt about his
character and his appearance in this scene, and
then watch him go out and do it. I would set up
the shot, stand up by the camera, and say, "Roll
it," and then watch van Sydow just be so extraordin arily moving. There is so much humanity in the guy. The first couple of days went on
like this, and it was beautiful. I though t, "My
God, I'm in film directors' heaven. This is what
it's all about. I'm working with this person who
has the greates t instrum ent imaginable as an
actor, and I'm casting my crumbs on the water,
and back are coming these beautiful water
lilies." Then, on the third day of work, we
started the exorcism itself, and the opposite
happened. Suddenly, it was terribly difficult . I
had Max prepare by having him talk to a Jesuit
scholar who is an exorcist. This man really gave
me the staging for the scene. He spent a lot of
time with Max and myself. Well anyway, when
we came to the momen t where Max stands up
and says to the little girl, who is in the form of a
demon, "I cast you out, unclean spirit," it was
really terrible. It was corny, it was over the top,
it was withou t any feeling, and it was quite
humorous. We stopped, and I explained to Max
that it wasn't really right. We stopped and did
the scene again and again. We did it the rest of
that afterno on, maybe twenty times. Each time
it either got worse or Max forgot the lines. This
was very troublesome, and I though t, "Well,
even a great actor has a rough day." We took it
up the next morning. We went through the entire next day, from morning till night, with this
little girl who was wearing double underwear,
because the room was air conditioned to thirty

degrees below zero so we could see her breath
in the room. The crew was all wearing parkas, insulated clothing, as were the other actors. Now
she's in the bed shivering, and van Sydow cannot get this scene. I mean, he cannot do it. Bill
Blatty, who was the writer, was in Georgetown,
and we were shooting the scene in New York. I
called him and said, "You're not going to believe
this, but I've got this problem. I don't know what
the hell's wrong . I wish you'd come in and look."
He flew in and looked at a couple of the takes.
He said, "You're right. This is terrible. What the
hell is going on there?" I said, "I don't know.
come on the set." We go to the set. The crew, by
now, is going crazy because they don't understand, nor do I, what is happening . We go to do it
again and the same problem exists. This has
been going on now for almost three days, and
we don't have a take. Now the other actor,
Jason Miller, is marvelous in the scene. I said,
"Bill, what we're going to have to do is rewrite
the script now and have van Sydow die as soon
as he starts this scene. He's got to open his
mouth and die." Bill said, "But, my God, this is a
radical departure." I said, "Well, do you want to
sit here all week or all month or what, because I
don't know." And he said, "Jesus, talk to Max
again." So I went to Max and I said, "Max, you
know things are terribly wrong." Up to that
point I would just try it a number of ways. There
were many ways to try-we changed the staging, we changed everything.

Loeb: What were you doing that wasn't working?

Frledkln: He could literally not do it. It's like me
saying, if my line is, "Hi, Tony, how are you doing?" and I come in and I say (shrilly), "Hi, Tony,
how are you doing?" And I try as much as I can to
put what I think is life in that line, that should
simply be thrown away. Every imaginable approach was taken to this speech, which was a
Roman ritual of exorcism. I said, "Max, I'm at my
wit's end. I don't know what to do any more, and
I've spoken to the writer about rewriting this
scene and having you die. I will do anything that
you suggest to get this scene on film . We'll bring
Ingmar Bergman in and pay for him." Max said,
"You're very kind. It's quite all right. It's nothing
to do with Bergman. I must tell you that my
analysis of this problem is very simply that I
don't believe in God. I just don't believe these

words. They just choke in my throat. I cannot
say them." I said, "Max, remember when you
played Christ in The Greatest Story Ever
Told?" He said, "Yes, but don't forget, Christ
was not a Christian. I played him as a man." I said,
"Well, Max, cannot you forget that you are a
priest performing an exorcism and try it that
way?" And we started all over again when that
came out. It took Max three days to tell me. And
what we wound up doing was, I think, for the
good of the picture. We condensed the ritual
because it turned out that there were many
passages that he couldn't say under any circumstances. What we wound up doing to get
his performance was to cut whole sections of
the ritual. We gave some of the lines to the
other priest in the scene. Those lines that van
Sydow couldn't do, or just couldn't bring
himself to do, we took out. Ultimately, that
scene turned out to be probably the most satisfying, most challenging scene I ever worked on.

Loeb: There's a lot of attraction in improvising.
There's also a lot of danger in the process getting totally away from you. Do you improv?

Frledkln: on a movie set, I think you have to improvise, so that the actors can find their
characters. Now, that is the key. You've got to
make sure as a director, if you're allowing actors
to improvise, that they're improvising in
character. Gene Hackman and Roy Scheider ran
improvs on the characters of Doyle and Grosso
in The French connection. As actors, they
were about as far as you can get from the
human beings who were Doyle and Grosso. Occasionally, I'd see that they were improvising as
Hackman and Scheider, and that wasn't so
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valuable.

aspect ratio you prefer?

Loeb: What are some of the contemp orary pic-

Friedkin: I would prefer the old aspect ratio,
1 :33, but most of my films are in 1 :85. That

tures that have moved you, and some of the
other people working in the business that move
you?

Friedkin: My most influential films are Citizen
Kane, Treasure of Sierra Madre, Paths of
Glory, All About Eve, 2001. There are many
others: Moulin Rouge, I think, is an extraordinary film; Blow-up, I think, is a great film; The
Gospel According to st. Matthew , the

Pasolini film; the three films in the middle
period of Antonioni (L 'Avventura, La Note,
and L'Eclipse), I think, are marvelo us-they are
to contemp orary filmmaking what 'The Rite of
Spring' is to contemp orary music. Those three,
I think, are seminal films. A couple of Godard's
films like weekend and Breathless. In terms of
the last few years or so, nothing. But Coppola's
two films, The Godfather and Godfather II,
are pretty high up there. The guy whom I admire
most as a filmmake r is Stanley Kubrick.

Loeb: We are studying him in one of our classes.
Kubrick is an enormously diverse guy-200 1
and Dr. Strangelove don't seem to be in the
same orbit.

Frledkin: Well, they are, in the sense that

they're from differen t periods in his life. Picasso
had his cubism, his blue period. Kubrick's work
is all of a piece, as is Kubrick's vision. It may not
be to everyone 's liking, but something's happening up there all the time. I particularly like
The Killing, Paths of Glory, 2001, and Dr.
Strangelove. There are some I don't have that
much use for, like Clockwork orange. That is a
little bit too preachy for me. There's a message
there that's coming on too strong for me. And I
don't care for Barry Lyndon at all.

Loeb: Clockwork orange would seem to me to

be the message at the expense of character
development or suprise.

Frledkln: It's a little bit too on the nose for me.

But that's just personal. Always we're talking
about a master. Every frame in a Kubrick film is
worth looking at.

Question: Getting away from the aesthetic
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side to the technical side, is there any particular

seems to be the most comforta ble and the
most universal right now. It's easier to get a
good 1 :85 matte in the average theater than
any other. Very often, when your films play
somewhere other than a big city, there's no telling how they're going to run. Remember that
the projectio nist always has final cut. I've seen
films that were shot for scope, and the guy
forgot to throw the scope matte in. I've seen
films of mine playing on screens in Ecuador, in a
wooden barn with slats, and the light is pouring
through the slats in broad daylight, and the film
is being projected on a sheet. You'd be amazed.
There are many places in the world where you
have no control over how your film runs. In
Thailand they are unable to afford a dubbed
version into Thai, or subtitles, so they'll run a
film like The French connection or The Exorcist, and a guy stands along-side the screen.
Every five or ten minutes they stop the film,
and he explains to the audience what they've
just seen. As a filmmake r whose films are going
around the world, this becomes influential on
you . You think, "I hope one day to make a picture that they only have to stop two or three
times. It's going to be so clear that this
translator, or whatever, isn't going to have to
keep stopping it."

Question: Does the producti on commun ity
consider Dolby Stereo an importan t advance?

Frledkln: Not really. I was the first to use Dolby
in the States. We used noise reduction in the
mix. We brought it over to Todd-A-0 when
nobody in America knew what the hell we were
talking about. There were no specs on it. I had
read an article about it somewhere in a
technical publication, and it was developed in
England. we brought the equipme nt over for
The Exorcist, and we were able to get the
quietest imaginable tracks. Then, once it came
in, we started to buy more and more equipment. Dolby, of course, had plans to expand
their market into release prints and stuff, which
they now have. Unfortun ately, most of the
theaters in the country are not equipped to
adequately play Dolby Stereo. Maintenance is a
very iffy thing. There are not many theater

managers who know or care enough to check
out the gear. so you might get speakers with
dirt, or tubes are out of alignment, or whatever.
You generally don't have the maintenance or
the theater construction that would warrant
the use of Dolby sound. I have found that most
of the theaters in the world are constructed for
plain old optical tracks, with the three horns
coming out front. On the last release of The Exorcist, I remixed the entire track for Dolby
Stereo. We blew the film up from 1:85 to 70mm,
which was beautiful. Dolby Stereo did not exist
when I mixed The Exorcist. I remixed it and rereleased it in Dolby Stereo with varying results
in theaters around the country. The RKO
Cinerama in New York, where it played, is a huge
first-run house. They've got two speakers on
the side wall that look like they belong in a car
radio. I got the distributor, Warner Brothers, to
replace the speakers. After my film went out of
there, we took our speakers back, which were
rented, and they put their car radios back.
Whoever went in there next, with a damned
Dolby track, was kidding himself. Unless the
whole thing is woven together, what the hell
good is it? There are damned few theaters
designed for the state of the art in reproduction quality. For example, the blow-up technique, which takes a lot of time, isverycostly,but
also happens to be very good. We've run the
blow-ups back to back with a very good 35mm
print, and there's no comparison. The lenses,
the projection system, are so much superior.
There's more light pouring out of the projector,
covering a wider area, and it is concentrating
the light better. Now, the SMPTE standard for
the amount of light projected in the average
screen is sixteen foot candles. This is the stand-

ard. I've gone into theaters and measured the
light coming from two projectors on a blank
screen, and I found a variance from one projector to another in first-run houses in New York,
from five foot-candles to maybe twelve. I found
mismatched projectors at the Lowes Tower
East Theater-a Xenon projector on one side
and Arc on the other. This is an indication of
how much people who are involved in the exhibition game care about what they're charging
you for.

Question: What is authorship on film?
Friedkin: This is a collaborative medium, so
that's a difficult question. A film like weekend
-which is not so much about its story, or even
its people, but about a world around that
Godard perceived-was a personal statement.
Weekend was not only true to its own time, it
was ahead of its time and prophetic. He took a
look not only at · the automobile, but at a
capitalist society, and projected its outcome.
Here was a filmmaker who had an enormous vision, and was fortunate enough to be at work at
a particular time when his country, in the form
of his backers, was receptive to his feelings
about his society.
I must say, there is privilege and luck involved
when anybody gets a film off the ground. Just
because someone has a good idea, does not
mean he is going to be financed. If you're a filmmaker, unfortunately, you require more than a
blank sheet of paper and a pencil, or a palette
and an empty canvas. You have to command
vast, expensive resources. That means you've
got to convince somebody. In my first situation,
I convinced Red Quinlan to give me ten thousand dollars of WBKB's hard-earned money. He
shared my belief that the genesis for the film
was a man who might go to the electric chair-a
black man who had a confession beaten out of
him by the Chicago Police Department, who
might be innocent of capital murder, who had
spent nine years on death row. That was the
reason to make that film, and no other. The
reason to make that film was not to advance my
career or to bring greater glory to television. It
was an act of charity, in a way, human charity.
We looked around and saw a person who was going through a meat grinder, and we did what we
could. Neither Quinlan nor I could go to the
warden, the governor, or even the public and
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say, "We think you should release this guy." We
tried to make a film that could go to the governor and the warden and, hopefully, to the
public, emotionally. We tried to move people
emotionally.
Question: You're talking about an emotional
response, in fact. That's the beginning.
Friedkin: Right. To a character and to his life.
Question: Whether it's fiction or, in this case,
fact.
Friedkin: That's right, absolutely. You could
find the same emotional response, perhaps, to
a character in a short story. As it happened, at
that time in my life, I was about twenty-one
years old, or something, and I was moved by the
plight of this other human being. I saw myself in
him and I wanted to do it.
Loeb: Bill, maybe you could talk a bit about your
life in Chicago. If I was a documentarian and I had
to realize you on film, where would I go?
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Friedkln: The most important experience, I
think, that defines me, was when I was in love
with this girl who sat in front of me in the first
or second grade. Her name was Nancy Gates.
She was quite beautiful and wore this enormous
hat to class. She was all of seven years old. One
day in class she turned around-I sat behind
her-and she smiled at me. All my troubles
sprang from that. We used to hold hands during
the showing of the Encyclopedia Britannica
movies. We used to kiss and get excited. We
were very tight. She, of course, was leading me. I
hadn't a clue to what was going on. She seemed
to be very knowledgable and sophisticated
about what was happening between us. She led
the course of our relationship, determined it.
One day she didn't show up. She wasn't in class.
That one day stretched out into a number of
days, and a number more. They'd call the roll
and she wasn't there. I began to realize that she
wasn't coming back. I was too shy and embarrassed to ask the teacher where Nancy was. So I
used to walk the streets of Chicago. I walked all
over Chicago looking for this girl. It was in that
way that I discovered the perimeters of my
world. I looked in basement windows and in flats
and in neighborhoo ds-I would walk for miles. I
once walked from Lawrence Avenue and

Sheridan Road to Hyde Park. It turned out, of
course that her parents moved out of the
neighb orhood. i never saw that girl again. I have
not seen her nor heard of her to this day, but
there's not a day that goes by that I don't think
about this girl. It was Bernstein, in Citizen Kane,
who described an incident of remembering a
woman in a white dress. I understood this, and it
moved me deeply.
1

By the time I left Chicago, I knew all the
neighborhoods. I knew virtually who lived
where, the kinds of people, what they were doing. I was curious and I opened my awareness, I
must say. And I think that's probably what
ultimately led me to want to go into media and
reflect the city. I came into television , not wanting to reflect the world, but facets of the city
that I cared about or understood.
Question: How do you see Chicago as fitting into the film community, the international film
community? Do you ever see it at a t ime when
we're going to be able to really compete with
either coast?
Friedkin: That will happen when a successful
filmmaker decides that he's going to live here,
as Coppola decided he was going to live in San
Francisco. so now, San Francisco's a film center,
so to speak, and it has attracted a lot of people.
For the last twelve or fifteen years, Francis
Coppola set up, organized, and operated from a
studio that he founded and built in San Francisco. He attracted other filmmakers to him,
one of whom was George Lucas, and the genius
of Star wars came out of Lucas and Coppola at
zoetrope. This is what it will take, one or two
filmmakers whose works become so meaningful to the rest of the country and the world,

and they will attract filmmakers around them.
That's all it takes. I tell you, I would live in
Chicago very easily. I've been back here. You only learn how to appreciate a place when you've
left it and come back. I hated this town the
many years that I lived here. I felt that no matter how good I became, whatever I did in
Chicago was all for nothing-that I had to get
the hell out of here in order to prove myself in
my chosen field. But this was because of the incredibly oppressive conditions that existed at
the top management of the television stations.
The people that were coming to power were
balance sheet guys who didn't give a damn
about the community, didn't give a damn about
developing local talent, and all they cared about
was showing a profit and loss statement that
was better than the predecessor's. And the way
to do that is to buy some program that had
already been proven somewhere else.

Question: Why did you end cruising the way
you did?

Friedkin: Because it seemed to me to be the inevitable ending . That's the only real answer I can
give you . There is no calculated reason. Genesis
is a novel that was written ten years ago. Cruising is basically an original, because what I took
from that novel is only the premise. I changed
the millieu , changed all the characters, and
changed the beginning, the middle, and the
end. What I tried to do was reflect the way I fe lt
about that story. It seemed to me that what
was inevitable was that this person at the end
of the film was not only looking at himself and
wondering what the hell was happening inside
of him, he was also causing the audience, or asking the audience to look inside of these addicts,
these junkies, who are along the East River on
an early gray New York morning; swacked out of
their skulls. It's a bitter-cold morning and this
barge goes by-this tugboat with police personnel cutting up fifteen million dollars worth of
confiscated heroin into sacks and dumping it into the East River-while these two junkies sort
of idly watch the boat pass them by.

Question: How do you raise money for a
feature film? How do you get into the right
circles? What are they? How did you get enough
money to do your first feature film?

Friedkln: You don't want to know the way I did

it, because it would be different for you . Let me
tell you about a very prominent producer,
Elliot Kastner, whose name you may have
heard of. He's now producing a film in New York
called The First Deadly Sin , with Faye Dunaway
and Frank Sinatra. What Elliot Kastner did was
go to the Fortune 500 list published by Fortune
Magazine. He sent each of the corporate
presidents a very personal letter, saying who he
was, what his experience was. At the time, he
was an agent who was representing actors and
writers and directors, and he wrote, ''I'm an
agent, and I want to become a producer, and
these are the kinds of stories I have in mind, and
these are some of the properties I'm interested
in buying, and would you be interested in investing in my company?" About eighty or ninety of them responded, and out of that he put
together a syndicate of investors. That's one
way. That's pretty ingenious, I would say. It
seems simple on the face of it. Kastner was no
big deal. He was a salaried guy working
somewhere; he had no contacts. He wasn't able
to put in his letter to the president of whatever
company it was: "So and so suggested that I
write to you, " or something . He said, ''I'm Elliot
Kastner. I want to be a producer. Here's my plan
and I'd like your help." That's one way. That
should give you enough ideas for determining
whether or not you have enough facility and
ambition because, let me tell you something- without ambition, you aren 't going
anywhere. You could spend fifteen years at this
school or you could spend twenty-five years at
the feet of Kubrick or you could do whatever
the hell it is-you could learn from the best. If
you don't have a fire inside of you, then you
aren 't going to happen as a filmmaker or
anything you choose. That's something that no
school can give you . They can fan the flames,
they can stimulate the fires, they can provoke
them, but they cannot light them. If these fires
are not in you, then you could know me or
anybody else who's working, and they can't do a
damned thing for you. You have to do it for
yourself.

Loeb: We used to call it chutzpah.
Frledk/n: Well, ambition is a pretty good word .
Chutzpah just means you've got a lot of nerve,
but ambition means, if you don't do what you
have to do, then you are going to die. You aren't
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going to be able to live un less you do it. It means
more to you because everything like this has a
price. Perhaps you're married or you 're going
with someone or you live with the family, and
it's difficult for you to get out and do what you
have to do, or you've got other obligations.
Well, if you do and you give in to them, then you
aren't going to achieve what you want. You will
find your focus if you find the will. You will find
it. You will find something . You may not find
happiness. I have not found happiness in what
I've done because that's not in the equation .
Happiness comes from other sources. But what
will come is challenge-in credible challenge.
And if you get a chance to direct a film or produce it or write it or shoot it or act in it there is
an incredible sense of fulfillment that is followed by enormous frustration, becauseyouwill
realize very quickly how far you are from where
you want to be. Generally, along with ambition
comes a fairly high regard for what you expect
of yourself, unless you are just an out-and-out
con artist. To those of you who are in the audience, who are just good jive artists or hype
cats, th~n don't bother with what I'm saying,
because 1f you've got a good line of shit, you will
also make it in this world. You will go very far on
being able to jive people, but to make film
means it has to be your life.

Loeb: Bill, you talked about happiness.
Friedkin: What I said was that I have not found
happiness through my work. I mean, you do not
look for happiness. Happiness is not something,
as all of you know, that you can buy at Marshall .
F_ield's o~ find in another person. You can only
find fulfillment within yourself. Once you find
that, then you may be able to give something to
somebody else and also to receive something.
Those of us who make the mistake of saying
''I'm looking to be happy" -that's not out there:
There are people who are happy, I guess, blissed
out on whatever, but I've never met them.
Loeb: Bill, what about your family? Tell us about

where you grew up. You went to Senn High
School here in Chicago.

Friedkin: Yes, and I went to Stewart Grammar
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School. My father never made more than fifty
dollars a week in his life. He did a number of
things. He used to hand roll cigars. He was sort
of an itinerant guy. Toward the end of his life,

he worked at a clothing store for men at 412 s.
State Street, which is now a pornographic film
parlor, and I used to work there, by the way. 1
learned a great lesson about dealing with people at 412 S. State Street, where we used to do
the most unspeakable things to sell these terrible clothes to people. You'd have a guy come in
and all that this place had was odd-lot clothes:
They'd have these enormous coats that would
fit the Incredible Hulk, or somebody. A person
would come in and say, "I want to get a coat a
nice fit." These clothes were worth nothing. My
father and my uncle would get one of these
enormous misshapen coats out and try it on the
guy and say, "Go ahead, look in the mirror and
see how it fits. Put your hands in the pockets,
get the feel of it." They'd walk away and the guy
would look at the coat in the mirror and it was
unreal. It was coming down beyond his toes.
Then he'd reach into the pockets and feel a wad
of bills, five dollars on top of a huge wad of bills,
and he'd shove it back in and buy the coat for
twenty dollars or something, and he'd get out in
the street and find that the five dollars was
wrapped around a roll of toilet paper. This went
on constantly. This was a shuck that my people
used to run past the world. I saw this daily, constantly. They'd do humiliating things to people.
People would say, ''I'd like to get a perfectfitting suit for three dollars." They'd say, "Absolutely, you've come to the right place."
They'd get the guy down on a cement floor-a
d~rty, fi~thy cement floor-and laboriously chalk
his outline on the floor. They'd be stepping over
him while waiting on customers. It was bad. It
was part of the way I grew up and what I saw.
I started in the mailroom of a television station in Chicago, and by the time I was seventeen,

I was a floor manager, which is like a stage
manager in the theater. At the end of a full day
in the mail room, the fellows who were directing
television shows would let me stand in the back
of the control room. I used to watch them put
together these live television shows, when
Chicago was rich in live production. There was
no tape, no kinescope. Everything was live,
whatever it was-news shows, dramatic programs, symphony orchestras. There was this
daily schedule of incredible live shows. I used to
carry note paper and diagram what was happening and learn by rote. When I'd hear a director say, "All right, Camera 2, give me a 50mm
lens, go into a waist shot...2, widen up, let's see
the whole set.. .. ready to dissolve from 1 to 2 ...
dissolve ... and 3, get ready on a close shot ... " or
whatever, I'd write it down. I never realized the
implications of the technical things that were
occurring that made these montages and these
switches from one image to another possible.
And because I was, or seemed like, an ambitious
kid in the mailroom, some of these directors
saw to it that when the opportunity sprang up, I
was given a break. I never went to college, never
had a day in college. I barely got out of high
school. I never read a book from beginning to
end in high school. I wrote my book reports
from Classic Comics. I almost got thrown out of
school once because it turned out that whoever
wrote the Classic Comics version of Cyrano de
Bergerac took a lot of liberties with the
original. My book report did not resemble this
play we were supposed to read and do a book
report on.
My experience was shared by other young
guys in my era in other cities, like John
Frankenheimer, Sidney Lu met, Frank Schaffner,
George Roy Hill, and others who came up a
similar route. Frankenheimer used to park cars
at NBC in New York. When the people who
worked at NBC would drive up in their cars,
Frankenheimer would park the cars. They got to
like him and they gave him a chance. I never
played politics. Certainly, I didn't argue with
people or disagree with them, but largely
because I didn't know anything. When you're
coming up and when you're apprenticing, the
best bet is to keep your eyes open and your
mouth shut. That's something you don't have
to go to school to learn. If you have a question,
you ask it. If you don't, you watch. That's what I
did.

Question: How do you feel as a filmmaker
about other people having better films, or your
film being inferior to other people's films? Do
you ever feel frustrated?

Frledkin: Always.
Question: I always feel about my film , " Oh, no,
don't show mine again ." It kills me.

Friedkin: If you think you 've arrived, then one
of two things is possible. You 're either a genius
and you have arrived, or you 're full of shit. You
practice filmmaking in the same way you practice law-maybe even in a stronger way. It is the
practice of film making that you 're involved in,
and you're always learning. Every film I make, I
learn new things. I take a body of knowledge
with me from one film to another that doesn't
always get me out of the tight situations. You
need to be aware as a fi lmmaker of how to deal
with other people. It does not matter how much
technical knowledge you may or may not have.
It matters how able you are to elicit a response
in others. Remember what you 're doing as a
filmmaker. It's not you out there that's acting. It
generally isn't you that's written the material.
I'm talking now about a director. It's generally
not you that's lighting the set or
photographing it. It's not you who gets the
props. It's not you who gets the clothes. It's
others, and it's these others that you have to
motivate, and these actors that you have to inspire to do better than they're capable of doing.
In order to be able to deal with them, you 've got
to be able to communicate with them on a oneto-one basis. so to get back to the other aspect
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of Tony's question- "What is filmmaking?"-1'11
give you one part of it. It's telling a story. But
the other more important part of it is communicatio n with people on a number of
levels-com municatin g with technicians, actors, writers, cameram en-so that you may
ultimately communicate with an audience.
Your talents as a writer, as a director, or as a
camera person, whatever, are a part of a whole.
If you're going to be a camera person, then your
responsibility is first to be able to see, to be able
to find a way to see what is your way, so that
you can help the director in what his or her vision may be. But if you're the director, if it is
your film, you have to be able to communicate
to get what you want. Nobody does it all alone.

Loeb: You said something about learning, growing. You've just finished a film, cruising, and I
wonder about the growth process in that film .
It's not been an easy experience for you. How
are you feeling now? Are you able to talk about
what you learned?
Friedkin: You're not automatically able to
perceive that on demand. It is not something
that you can take from A to B and say, "Well, I
learned this or that." This growth and assimilation will be more apparent when you see my
next film, whenever that may be. At this moment, I don't know when it's going to be. Nor are
you always growing, Tony. Let's make the point
right now. cruising may be a set-back for me.
It's entirely possible. It may well be that it is not
a step forward . And this is what you may have
to face as a filmmaker, too. One is not necessarily aware, especially through success, when
you're growing. Failures are more apparent in
that it is obvious that you haven't communicated as widely as you may have wanted
to, but not necessarily. I probably learned more
in the course of making cruising, which is certainly not one of my most successful films, than
from others that were a relative breeze. The
French connection was a breeze for me. I
breezed through that picture. It was almost no
problem. Other films that I made were more difficult. I shot The French connection in about
forty-five or fifty days. It took me ten months
to film my next film, The Exorcist-ten months
of shooting every day.
Loeb: How was it to work with a guy like Pacino,
staying with cruising for a moment? When I
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knew him, he was exceedingly centered, very
strong, an actor, a star. How do you deal with a
man of that temperam ent?

Friedkin: First of all, there would be no dealing
with him if there wasn't a kind of mutual
respect. Once he has your respect, then what
you 're trying to do is help him find the best that
he can do, because no matter how big a star Al
Pacino is, he comes in with the same fears and
anxieties, the same desire to do his best work,
and a feeling that he's not always going to be at
his best. What you 're constantly helping even
the most important actors do is find a way to
walk into the goddamned room . It starts that
simply: "What do I do when I walk into the goddamned room?" or " What do I do when I
walk in and sit down?" It translates into
deta ils: "You come in, you look over here, you
sit down." You give him suggestions about what
he's thinking when he comes in the room. You'll
talk out the meaning of the scene. Every scene,
if it's a good scene, is about somebody wanting
somethin g from somebody else . I want
something from you. Maybe you want me to
get out of the room, or any one of a variety of
human exchanges that we seek from each
other. What you're doing with even the most
well-known of professional actors, is helping

them to understand what the scene is about.
You're in this room because ... you're going down
the street because ... and you will say, "Am I conscious of other people, do I want to be seen, do I
want not to be noticed, what am I looking for,
what should my attitude be?" Then you'll try a
take, and maybe he or she has achieved that,
maybe not. So you go over it and analyze it. But
you're always dealing with basics-always. You
are never dealing in broad abstractions: "This
scene is about men's inhumanity to women," or
something like that. Never. You're dealing
literally with why.

Question: When you shoot something and you
get the rushes, do you show them to actors and
actresses?

Friedkin: That depends. Very often you make a
decision very quickly whether you think the actor or the actress is emotionally capable of dealing with the rushes. A lot of actors will not want
to see the rushes. Many of the finest actors, like
James Cagney and Humphrey Bogart, for example, never saw rushes of their films. They really,
literally, did not like their appearance on screen.
They trusted the directors, and it was a job to
them. They made six or seven or more pictures
a year under contract. It was a job and they did
it. An actor like Roy Scheider benefited from
seeing rushes, and would see little things that
he was doing that I might not see, that he
wanted to work on. He could make these
judgments from the rushes. He was thoroughly
professional and objective about his performance. On the other hand, Gene Hackman could
not look at himself on the screen. He hated the
way he looked. And he might be very good in a
scene, but he'd look at the scene and say, "Holy
Christ, I look bald!" It didn't matter: "Yeah, you
look bald, so what?" or, "Oh, God, look at that
jerk, what an imbecile." Gene did not really like
the character he was playing. He hated Popeye
Doyle. It just wasn't him.

Loeb: You offer a very graphic description of

not. I'm always looking for a story. I read
things-fictio n, non-fiction, the newspaper. In
the case of The French connection, I met
these two cops. Without knowing about them
or the case they were involved in, I was attracted by the sound of their names poised
together-Ed die Egan and Sonny Grosso. There
was something then, in 1969 or '70, about this
big, tough, Irish cop and this short, sort of ferret
of an Italian cop, the way they were poised, one
against the other-Abbo tt and Costello, Mutt
and Jeff, Laurel and Hardy, Holmes and Watsonsort of classic tension between Eddie Egan
and sonny Grosso. It first reached my consciousness through the ring of their names, and
it was through that, that I got interested in
them and started to go around with them and
observe how they worked. I rode shotgun with
these guys. I traveled around the twenty-eight h
precinct in Harlem, where they were detectives,
for three or four months. They would go into
shooting galleries and places like that, where
they were going to make arrests in rooms that
were littered with junkies and dealers and all
sorts of people. And they would give me a .38
just before I went into the room and say, " Cover
the door." And I'm standing there with the .38,
hoping to Christ that nobody makes a move. I
don't know what I would have done if someone
had.

the energy in a scene. Let's talk about the construction of the story. When you look at
material, what do you look for? Is that a fair
question or is it too broad?

Loeb: In the case of sorcerer, I was confused

Friedkin: I think it's too broad, Tony. I am never

Friedkln: Yes, and that's a mistake. I never

looking for something. It's looking for me and it
has a way of finding me, in my hiding place or

about the picture. I didn't understand what you
wanted to say in it. It's a remake, isn't it?
should have remade a film as classic and
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wonderfu l as Wages of Fear. What I saw in it
was a metapho r for today's world. The four
leading characters in sorcerer are people from
diverse backgrounds. There's a French guy, an
Arab, an American, and a Spaniard . They're
riding on a load of dynamite. It seemed to me
that this was a metapho r for the world
today-fo ur people who basically do not get
along, who actually hate each other. And yet,
their survival is intrinsically bound up with one
another, and they are riding a load of dynamite
as, it seems to me, this world is. That's why I
chose that classic structure of Wages of Fear. I
think it was a mistake to do that, but I like the
film a lot. I like that picture. The fact that it
didn't work as well as I expected it to work was a
great disappointment.

Loeb: In the aftermat h, now, why didn't it
work?

Frledkln: I don't know. I don't know why they

work. I really don't. I honest to God haven't a
clue as to why they work or don't work. That
aspect of our industry involves gambling. The
studios don't know why they work. The greatest
filmmakers of all time have flops. The last film
from David Lean, of all people, was a film that
nobody wanted to see called Ryan's Daughter.
Lean is the man who made The Bridge on the
River Kwai and Lawrence of Arabia, among
others. Twenty-five years of importan t, powerful, significant films, and he spent the last six or
seven years of his life on a film that nobody
wanted to see. Kubrick made Barry Lyndon,
which made much less money in this country
than sorcerer did. Barry Lyndon found no audience at all, to speak of. Clearly, the filmmake r
thought that it would. The studio that backed it
thought that it would. We don't know. It's like a
horse race. David O. Selznik made Gone with
the Wind, and ended his life with a film for
which there were no audienc es-rend er is the
Night, from the F. Scott Fitzgerald novel, which
is perhaps his best novel.

Question: You said earlier that you don't know
what you next film is. Do you have any sort of a
process that you go through after you get over
the initial exhaustion from cruising, when you
say, "OK, I'm ready to start on a new project. "?
Do you have a process that you go through to
start looking?
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Frledkin: No. I knew I was going to make The Exorcist while I was still mixing The French connection. I jumped right from that fi lm into the
next. I knew I was going to make The French
connection right after Boys in the Band. 1

found the material and I responded to it. Then,
after The Exorcist, it took me two or three
years to rev up to do sorcerer. It took me a long
time. I was originally going to make another
kind of film altogether, with a new screen process and everythin g else. I spent a couple of
years researching it, but !just could never bring
it together . I was going to do a film before Star
wars and everything else, called The Magician,
about the legendary creature Owanis, who first
appeared to the Sumerians in the year 50 B.C.

Question: Of the films that you 've made, I

always noticed that you seem to concentr ate
on a certain type of amoralit y in all of
them-lik e in cruising, as well as sorcerer. I was
wondering if you could elaborate a little.

Friedkln: I think that's perceptive. Most of the

characters in my films are amoral. They are not
highly principled people. I imag ine that this
stems from personal experience. I have not really encountered people whose moral positions
were so fixed that they could afford to stand
behind them, come what may. I find that I
basically live in a world of shifting morality. The
world that I see around me and close to me is
that. This is something that is certainly a
phenomenon that I'm conscious of. I'm not talking about people like Abraham Lincoln or
Socrate s, but I suspec t that if you
demythologize even those characters, you will
find that they do not have a firmly fixed moral
compass that is unswerving. You wil l find that
your own ideas and that your own principles

continue to develop right along. I've taken
characters who are sort of at the edge of their
existence when I pick them up, and they're in
some kind of deep shit or deep problem, and
their moral compass is all askew. The film then
becomes a kind of observation of how they
behave with their moral compass askew, which
is how I believe most of us go through life. I
don't think, in spite of what all of these politicians say, most of us really know what's right or
wrong for ourselves, let alone anyone else. It
would be a hell of a lot funnier, I think, if there
was a laugh track behind all these political
speeches you hear. Those of you who are old
enough to remember the 1972 campaign with
George McGovern, who was the last best hope
against Nixon, remember that he went out and
said that he was in favor of giving every
American citizen a thousand dollars. Most people thought that was a shuck, or that he was
crazy. A lot of people thought, "Hey, great, I'm
going to vote for this guy." But I think it was not
in proper perspective. If he was wearing a party
hat and blowing a funny whistle and had on a
clown suit when he said it, it would have been
clearer, I think.

Loeb: Bill, there is a dilemma. How do we
tolerate in our country the kind of charade that
you're talking about?

Friedkin: Because most people follow and do
not lead, nor care to lead. I don't know who it
was that said that most people get the kind of
leadership that they deserve. I think that's probably true. I think when you have an historical
perspective, and you look back on Germany in
the late Twenties and Thirties, you see that
what happened was not unpredictable, that it
was very likely inevitable. When you look at the
moral compass of the United States today, it is
not unusual that the kind of candidates we have
are leading the country, when people are voting
for the lesser of two evils rather than for someone they really believe in. But you find as you
travel the world that it not only is no different
elsewhere, it's a hell of a lot worse. There are
damn few genuine democracies in this world. A
country like the Dominican Republic is a
democracy, with about seventy-five percent illiteracy. so what good is the democracy?
Jamaica is a democracy where the last election
was stolen. There are democracies where we go
through the charade or pretense of freely elect-

ing a candidate. To me, the most important,
significant thing is that people feel a sense of
safety in their lives, wherever they may live. I
don't really care what the goddamned system
is, as long as I feel that I can walk out on the
street-that if I'm a woman or a child or a man, I
can walk freely on the street, that I'm not going
to be attacked or hurt. And there was a time in
this city when that was true. When I was growing up in the city of Chicago, my father and I used
to sleep in the park at Ainslie or Gunnison and
Marine Drive. No country is free when the people have to have locks on their doors or don't
feel that they're safe walking the streets.
Whatever else a politician promises you, it's all
bullshit if you're not free to intermingle with
your fellow human beings. Without the answer
to that, I don't know what the answer is. The
answer to me is not capital punishment, it is not
incarceration, it is not a lot of things. I could tell
you a lot of things it's not. But unless the
answers to that are literally dealt with, unless
your mother, your grandmothe r, your aunt are
free to move in this world, then the whole thing
is wrong wherever we may live. Then we're no
better off than the systems we think are inferior to ours.

Question: You're in a position to try and
motivate change. Does that responsibility
weigh on you?

Friedkin: Yes, it does, but I must say that
though I can conceive of what I told you, I clearly
don't have an answer for it, and it's something
that concerns a11 of us.
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Loeb: What about a story, a film, something
that really gets away from the narrative limitations?

Frledkln: That would be good. That's a project
to take up in a class like this-to barnstorm
i~eas. Why not have a class like this and really
kick around what is meaningful to people?

Loeb: Will you come back and help us lead the
class?

Frledkln: Sure. People really want to get down
to gut issues of what they want to see their lives
about. I don't mean their narrow, personal interests. God knows, I can walk the streets where
I live because I have the means, whatever. 1can
move freely in society, but others cannot, and 1
feel this very strongly. How can I turn it around?
Well, there are things I do in my own way but 1
can't make broad strokes.
'

Question: Is there a kind of film that people are
attracted to at this time?

Friedkin: Yeah-Jaws, Grease. You know what
they're attracted to. What people are attracted
to basically is pure entertainme nt. Most of us
really don't want to get hit by something heavy
when we go into a theater. I don't always. The
people who are ready to pay four or five dollars
to sit for a couple of hours in the dark with their
feet sticking to the floor, where the cats behind
them are kicking the seat or smoking dope or
talking shit or whatever-to pay four to five
dollars to do that plus parking-thes e people
want to get it on, have it off. I can dig that. I really can see it. They just don't want to be too
disturbed.

Question: You once said that when you cast a
part, you never think of how big the actor is.
In The French connection, you rehearsed
with Jimmy Breslin, and then switched from
him to Gene Hackman. Why did you do that?

Frledkln: You know who Jimmy Breslin is? He's a
big, fat newspaper guy, a columnist. He's sort of
a stage Irishman. Jimmy Breslin is a tall, tough
guy who talks out of the side of his mouth, and
he's a heavy-set, Irish guy, brilliant, witty, an incredibly good essayist. He's a good friend of
mine. He is the guy that I saw for the role of
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Popeye Doyle in The French connection. He's
not an actor. He never acted before in his life. I
had cast Scheider, who was unknown. Scheider
hadn't done anything that I'd seen. He had done
some bit parts in movies and off-Broadway
plays that I had not seen. But I liked him for
Grosso. I cast him, and I got hold of Breslin and
said, "You want to be in this movie?" He said,
"Yeah." So I said, "We'll go out and rehearse for
three weeks and see what you can do." And we
would run improvisations on the characters of
Doyle and Grosso. Breslin just couldn't sustain a
performance . He would be good on Monday and
forget what he was doing on Tuesday and then
be OK on Wednesday. I did this for three weeks
and then, I finally said, "All right, Jimmy, I'll tak~
a shot with you, but the first scene we're going
to start doing is the chase scene. I'm going to
start filming with the chase because there you
don't have to talk, you don't have to play
scenes, you'll work your way into this just by sitting behind the wheel of a car. I'll make some
shots of you being towed and then you're in
profile driving by the camera." He said, "Great,
but there's one thing I forgot to tell you. 1don't
know how to drive." I said, "Well, the chase is
very important in this picture. See you later." so
that's why I gave up. At the end of this threeweek crash course, he tells me he can't drive.

Loeb: Let me ask you for a final riff-a final,
deep, poetic, soul-wrenching riff that's around
this subject. we all feel the frustration of the
times, the anger. A lot of people are angry.
Chicago is a place of anger. What is going to
change the nature of film, or is it possible to
change the basic staple, commercial piece of
work that comes out of Los Angeles? Is it an absurdity to think we can try to deal with the
larger frustration that everyone feels?

Friedkin: I don't think that's a question you
should be asking yourself. You're asking me in
the hopes that it will provoke something. I must
tell you that the system that governs the
American film industry is one that is only concerned with profit and loss. Period . They will
make a film about what a great guy Hitler was if
they think it will sell, and I'm not exaggerating.
They are only interested in profit and loss. If you
go into the mainstream, that's what you're
dealing with. Now within the constricting spectrum, you can do a lot of different kinds of film.
Clockwork orange made a profit. That's a different kind of movie. If you can prove to one of
these guys that runs a studio that this or that
film might attract an audience, you can damn
near do anything . They're interested in what
they think is pure entertainment. But again,
nobody knows what that means. The minute
you set out to try and copy something that was
successful, is when you really cop out. All of the
sequels that are done are no guarantees of success, even though many sequels have been successfu I. The sequel to The Exorcist, which was
the third or fourth biggest money maker of all
time, went completely down the drain. There
was no interest whatsoever in seeing it. There
are many examples of that. The important
thing is not to go into this industry asking, "How
am I going to change it?" but to ask, "How am I
going to work within it, and still be true to my
own principles and ideals?" The public is pretty
well satisfied. There may not be enough films
that you or I want to see, but if enough people
want to see them, then maybe they belong
there.

Question: Do you think in terms of dramatic
structure when you do a fi Im?

Frledkin: Not consciously. That sort of evolves,
you know. You very often don't know where

you're going to start. I can't think of any time
when what I began with in the script on Page 1
was what I ultimately wound up with on the
screen in the final, edited version, because a
film has an evolving, continuing life. It has
several lives, as do we. It is one thing totally in
and of itself and on its own when it's in its conception. It is another thing when you take it to
the floor and start shooting it. There it is dictated to and determined by what the actors can
bring to it, and what compromises you have to
make in terms of what the actors can or can't
do. so it takes on another life there, and
another interpretation. Then when it's all done,
when the pressure of daily shooting is over and
you don't have all of these technicians on the
clock and the weather going bad for you,
whatever, you're alone in a kind of ivory tower,
which is the editing room. Then the film takes
on a complete life of its own, and again it
becomes something else. It's during the editing
that you really begin to discover where it was
you were going in the first place.

Loeb: How do you take the pressure? The
pressure is enormous. How do you do this year
in and year out? It's almost a film a year.

Frledkln: I don't know. I don't know that I do
take the pressure. I've certainly been altered by
the experience of the films that I make, and I'm
not as facile or glib as I may seem sitting up here
answering your questions. I'm not as selfsecure. I don't think I've got it made, I don't
think that my career is carved in marble or
etched in stone, Igo through many of the same,
if not all the same, self-doubts and selfcriticisms that many of you do.

Loeb: Right now, if you were to describe a
doubt, what kind of a negative is in you?

Frledkln: It's not necessarily a negative. You
learn to live with these things. You learn to live
with your own insecurities, your own shortcomings. One of the things I wish I could do is work
more, work constantly, work daily on a picture.
One of the traps of the kind of work I do is that it
becomes sort of an exalted existence. You get
all these elements together to make this film,
and then you set up a company, which is a family, and you have to run it. You have all these
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responsibilities like meeting the payroll and
keeping the ship afloat. There are all sorts of
things workin g agains t it, a variety of
forces- some of them real and tangible, some
just inside yourself. But it's not simple, you see.
It isn't simple. And I wish it were simpler in many
ways, that I could just take the camera out as I
used to and just tell a story using more simple
means. That is a long-winded way. There's no
point, obviously, in revealing my own specific
personal problems or concerns, because they
would be totally meaningless to those of you
who have your own. But my general concerns
are related to the things I spoke about- my own
development as a filmmaker. And they're with
me constantly, and I don't feel that I've
achieved much of anything, really.
Loeb: I don't know that we agree with you .
We're here, and we want to really thank you for
coming .
Friedkln: There's one thing I must tell you, and
that is you must never wind up at whatev er age
saying, "Well, now I've done it and I've achieved
it. " The only thing that keeps me going is, really:
"What's next? What are you going to do with
the next opportu nity that is either handed to
you or that you make for yourself?" And that's
all that I'm living for-no t on any laurels, not on
anything that's past, but what I might be able to
do with just some of the skills that I've developed, the next time around . Thanks, guys.

Featur e credits
Director:

Good Times ... ... .. . . .. ...... .... 1967
The Night They Raid Minsky's .... .. .. 1968
The Birthday Party . . ... .. . . ..... .. 1968

TheBo yslnth eBand . .. .. .... .. .. . . 1970
The French connection .... ..... . .. 1971
The Exorcist . .. .. . . ...... ... . .. . .. 1973
Sorcerer(producer) . . . .. . .. .. .. . ... 1977
The Brink's Job . .... .. . ....... . . . .. 1979
Cruising (screenwriter) . . ..... ..... . . 1980
These credits reflect the best information readily available to
date.
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Loeb: What's the next picture you want to do?
van Peebles: Well, I'm very pragmatic. There
are a number of pictures that I would like to
make. I guess if I had my druthers on any movie,
it would probably be sweetback Part II. I had a
trilogy in mind, actually. I decided some years
back that I was not going to finance all the projects myself. There's a big leap, I discovered,
when you move into financing by others, and I
have not really made that leap. I do a lot of work
for television, a lot of television writing, and so
forth . Now television has virtually no downside .
That is, you 're going to get paid for your work,
you're not really working on speculation if you
have any kind of a reputatio n. But you don't
have much upside, either. There's no immense
jackpot that you can hit in television because
how much you get is all laid out beforehand.
Loeb: Unless you do a series.
van Peebles: You get money, but still, even a

series is nothing like having a low-budget
feature that hits.

Loeb: Did sweetback hit?
van Peebles: Oh, yeah . sweetback is one of
the largest grossing independent films ever
made. I went a hundred percent. I had no partners. I own the book, I own the record, I own all
the music publishing, I own the whole thing .
There are no partners .
Loeb: That was an angry picture, so say the
critics.

van Peebles: There's a remark I put in the opening of the paperback on sweetback, which I

really meant. It is apropos of what I really think.
It says, "Sir, these lines are not an homage to
brutality that the artist has invented, but a
hymn from the mouths of reality." This is a
tradition al prologue from the Dark Ages, where
often the troubado ur would come in and speak.
If I made a film about Miami or about the people
who got shot up that time in L.A. when the
house burned down, it would not be a question
of anger. That suggests a bias. I am talking
about what is happening out there.

Loeb: When you made the picture ten years
ago, were you less complete as a person? How
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are you feeling now?

van Peebles: I think, first, there's an implication there that anger makes you less complete
as a person. It doesn't, no, and I haven't changed
at all.
Loeb: Talk about sweetback.
van Peebles: I thought it would be interesting
to make a movie-I mean, I wrote all these
things down. I wrote the whole list in the introduction to the sweet sweetback's Baadasssss song paperback. I'll read it to you now.
(Mr. Van Peebles reads from the paperback.)
"Anyway, story-wise, I came up with an idea, why
not the direct approach. Since what I want is the
Man's foot out of our collective asses, why not
make the film about a brother getting the
Man's foot out of his ass. That was going to be
the thing . Now to avoid putting myself into a
corner and writing something that I wouldn't be
able to shoot, I made a list of the givens in the
situation and tried to take those givens and juggle them into the final scenario. The givens: NO
COP OUT -I want a victorious film. A film where
niggers could walk out standing tall instead of
avoiding each other's eyes, looking once again
like they'd had it. MUST LOOK AS GOOD AS
ANYTHING DONE BY A WHITE COMPANY-A very
touchy, discouraging, delicate point. One of the
problems faced by a black filmmaker, in fact any
American independent filmmake r who wants
to produce his own feature, just more so for a
brother, is that Hollywood polishes its product
with such a great deal of slickness and expensive perfectio n that it ups the ante. That is, if I

made a film in black and white with poor sound,
even if it had all the revolutio nary and even
story elements that anyone could hope it would
have, brother would come out saying, well, it
didn't work out. ENTERTAINMENT-WISE, A
MOTHER FUCKER-I had no illusions about being
tuned to the level of people brainwashed to
trivial ity. The film simply couldn't be a didactic
discourse which would end up playing, if I could
find a distribut or, to an empty theater except
for ten or twenty aware brothers who would
pat me on the back and say it tells it like it is. One
of the problems we must face squarely is that
to attract the mass we have to produce work
that not only instructs but entertain s. A film
must be able to sustain itself as a viable commercial product or there is no power base."
In other words, if you do not have a movie
that has commercial viability, you have no
power base for getting someone to take it. The
only power base you have with a film is when
you do well at the box office. That's the game
people will listen to . So that's what I set out to
do.

Loeb: You made watermelon Man before
sweetback.
van Peebles: 1 made watermelon Man in
1969. After that, in 1972, I made Don't Play us
Cheap . It was never put into broad distribut ion

I like to be considered a hack.

Loeb: You like to be considered a hack? What
does that mean?

van Peebles: I have no particula r ax to grind. I
thought sweetback was an immensely viable,

commercial product. I thought there was an audience out there starving for recognition. I
thought I could kill two birds with one stone, not
three birds. Everybody thought I was crazy. As it
turned out, I wasn't. That's all . By the very same
token, you mustn't try and over-simplify the
lines of what looks like artistry in me. They're
really quite crass, hack, commercial lines. I just
sold a show to television, a sit-com, that takes
place in a delicatessen. I worked ten years in
France as a French journalis t. Nobody knew I
was American, let alone black. It is only the
American preoccup ation that tries to see
everythin g with such arrogance through how it
affects them. They say I'm "angry." What
bullshit.

Loeb: You 're not.
van Peebles: No, I'm not particula rly angry. No,

if anybody bothers me I'll just break their legs. I
would do that before and I would do that now. If
you fuck with me, you're in a lot of trouble.
Period .

because I could not find the deal that I wanted
for this film, so my typical response when I can't
find what I want is I don't do it. Because I didn't
find what I wanted, I didn't release the film.

Loeb: Talk about Europe a little, will you? That's

Loeb: What is it about?

van Peebles: I used to fly jets in the Strategic

van Peebles: It's a musical, a comic musical

about a couple of imps who go to break up a party. It was one of my Broadway shows. After
sweetback, I really concentr ated on theater. I
did a play, a musical called Ain't Supposed to
Die a Natural Death, and then I did Don't Play
us Cheap. Don't Play us Cheap was a theater
piece before I adapted it for film.

Loeb: In looking at your work, it seems to me
that watermelon Man was softer, a little more
emotiona l, funnier.

van Peebles: watermelon man was funny,

absolutely. But there's no particula r line. I mean,

an extraord inary experience you've had. You
were there ten years, in France. Tell me how you
came to go abroad and what you did there.

Air comman d. I was an officer in SAC. When I got
out of the Strategic Air Command, I lived in Mexico as a painter. Then, after Mexico, I drove cable
cars in San Francisco, and I wrote my first book
about driving cable cars. And I said, "Hey, fuck
this, I can do better. How can I get out of this
deal?" The only thing was I needed a grubstake.
The only grubstak e that I had was time and
tenacity. Since I had no capitalization, I decided I
would write. Writing did not take capitalization.
All I needed was paper and a pencil-n ot even a
typewrit er, just a paper and a pencil. A
typewrit er could come later. And that's what I
did. I wanted to break out of the anonymi ty, to
get somewhere. My feelings were quite simple. I
had a capital base of financing, i.e. a steady job.
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Now I could have done anothe r thing. I could
have taken on two jobs, but two jobs would
have just doubled my income. However, I felt
that I would like to take a longer shot, being,
essentially, a gamble r. I would keep my steady
job and then use my other time to take a big
gamble and try to do someth ing that would
catapul t me much further along, and that's
how it worked out. That's what I did.

nice play, but they buy it, they got it. I do not
feel it is a viable comme rcial produc t.
Therefore, if someone takes it and would like to
make it a work of art, hey, God bless him. That's
not where I'm at.

Loeb: So you were in San Francisco and you took

Loeb: Talk about Europe a little bit. What year

a shot at writing, in 1957.

van Peebles: And I sold. OK, so far, so good.
Loeb: What did you sell? What was the first
thing?

van Peebles: It was a book of photogr aphic
essays about cable cars in San Francisco. I was
driving cable cars; people love cable cars; you
put the two things togeth er-this is how I approach things. You're looking at it from the
other end. Does this amoun t to anger? Or does
this amoun t to do I love the cable cars? People
riding cable cars want a souvenir, so I write
them a souvenir book. That's why I say I'm a
hack. I start at that end of the stick. I never
think, "What do I have in mind, what would I love
to do?" I start everyth ing from, "What can I
sell?" I see it very vividly in my head. If it is not
commercially viable, then why bother to get it
out of my head, because it's not going to get
past the middle man. I mean, I've got beautifu l
stories bouncing around in my head. I just sold
this play about a month ago. I think it's too good
to be commercial. "So, Melvin, you 'll take this,
you'll direct..." No, I don't want to bother with it.
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Loeb: What's the play?
van Peebles: It's just a play. I don't think it's
commercial. It's called The Champion . It's a

did you get to Europe?

van Peebles: After the book on cable cars, I
said, "Gee, golly, I always wanted to try film, so
maybe I'll try film." So I decided I was going to
make a feature . At that time, four stories and
three stories and two stories were often put
togethe r for movies like Quartet by Somerset
Maug_ham, or Trio, or so forth. so I had this idea
for three stories and I put them togethe r to
make my first feature . My first feature turned
out to be eleven minutes long. I think that was a
little short, but I began to learn the business. At
that time, I didn't know the differen ce between
16mm and 35mm- any of those things.
Loeb: What was the first film called?
van Peebles: The first film was called A King. I
never heard of editing or montag e. I didn't
know anything. All I knew was what I had in
mind, I wanted to stand there-I didn't know
that was called directing. I had never seen a film
book. I didn't know who Eisenstein was, never
heard of Potemkin, the whole bit. But, I figured,
I'd been watching movies, and I could do it. I
went down to Hollywood with my films under
my arm. Great. Got a job riding elevators. "But I
want to write and direct feature s." The guy
says, "Hey, fella, I think we've got news for you."
So at that junctur e I decided that I would go
back to one of my other professions that I had
sort of picked up along the way in chemistry,
and I decided I was going to get my Ph.D. in
astronomy. I went to Holland. My name really
isn't Melvin van Peebles . They got it confused. I
didn't know anyone, I didn't speak a fucking
word, but I wrote to the University of Amsterdam in Holland and said, ''I'd like to come and
study there. I have a G.I. Bill. Of course, I'm going
to come a few months early and brush up on the
language." Van was my middle name, except,
like with any immigra nt, people shoved it over

assuming it was my last name. I just go by Van
Peebles now. so I signed the letter to these guys
and they wrote back and said I must be second
generati on Dutch. "This is all great, Mr. van
Peebles. Of course you're accepted." Anyway,
that's how I got to Holland, with the G.I. Bill, to
get my Ph.D. in astronom y, in a language I
couldn't speak. Luckily, the first year was ninety
percent mathem atics, which you could
decipher without the other thing. That's how I
did that.

Loeb: How old were you?
van Peebles: I was twenty-seven. By that time I

had a family. I had a wife and two children, and
we all went to Holland together . I was studying
astronom y, and looking to help make ends
meet. There was an ad in the paper that the
largest, best repertor y company was looking
for actors, black actors, that they needed for a
role in a play, which turned out to be Brendan
Behan 's The Hostage . And there weren 't many
blacks around . " Let's see. Why not? I'll give it a
shot." So I went and applied. I couldn't speak
Dutch, but I faked my way through . The guy
asked me if I could play a flikker. I knew vliegveld
was an airport, so I guessed flikker was an
airplane. I said, " Of course. " I started a buzzing
image, and I took off. I was playing, you know,
imitating an airplane -a little weird. They gave
me a job. Turns out that a flikker means
homosexual . I guess he thought I was the
weirdest homosexual in the world, landing and
taking off. I had to learn the lines phonetically.
But anyway, that's where I was.

Loeb: What happened to the doctorat e in
astronomy?

van Peebles: I was going on, getting ready to
go in my second year. My wife got a little unhappy with me. She said I worked too much. I explained that it really was a little difficult going
for a Ph .D. in a subject I didn't even have a B.A.
in-I had majored in English Lit before- in a
language I didn't even speak, while working
nights in the theater. It was just a little difficult.
But she felt she must express herself, so she
took the bread and split with the kids, then
traveled around the world until the money ran
out and went back to Paris. There I was, being
very despondent, and in one of those great bits
of luck I got a letter from the Cinematheque in

Paris. Henri Langlois invited me to visit the
Cinematheque with those first little films that I
made in San Francisco . Langlois had seen them
through a fellow named Amos Vogel , who had
this cinema club years ago, and he was showing
them in Europe. At the Cinematheque they
were saying, "This man van Peebles is a genius."
Well, hell, finally somebody saw it the same way I
did, and I said, "Wow, OK, I'll go to Paris." I packed
up, borrowe d a motor scooter, or offered to
drive a motor scooter for some Americans. And
that's how I came to Paris.

Loeb: Fill me in. What were those films that you
made?

van Peebles: They were all part of this trilogy.

One was about a bunch of boys swimmin g .
Another was called Three Pick-Up Men for
Harry, about guys trying to get a job, waiting on
a corner for a job. The other one was about a
guy who goes to a wedding .

Loeb: so they said you were a genius. And you
drove to Paris to receive ...

van Peebles: Wei I, you know, they invited me

to come-lik e if the University of Chicago or
U.C.L.A. or Columbia College invites you to
come. I got there and the guy puts me in a limo,
up the Champs Elysees to a private screening
room, and they show my films. Then they pat
me on the back, they kiss me, and drive off.

Loeb: And you stayed ten years .
van Peebles: Yeah. Now I was standing in the

middle of the Champs Elysees with two wet
cheeks and not a penny in my pocket. I said,
" Wow, what's this?" I decided right then and
there that they gave me the encoura gement I
needed. I was going to make film.

Loeb: Did you speak French?
van Peebles: No.
Loeb: so you were an expatria te in Paris for ten
years.

van Peebles: No, I wasn't that. I don't think of
myself as an expatriat e.

Loeb: Well, you know the feeling of being an
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American in Paris.

van Peebles: No, I wasn't really the typical
American in Paris. I found very rapidly that
Americans in Paris are really like Americans in
Soho. You can be in a little special group and go
to Harry's Bar. I never really did that. I wasn 't trying to be a part of the American commun ity. I
was trying to survive and make a living. I didn't
have a bunch of traveler's checks or a lion back
home that would make it work for me, so I had
to make it work. I didn't think I could depend too
much on the American commun ity, so I went
back and I started to sing in the streets. I was a
troubado ur, singing in the streets. The cops
kept hassling me, beating me up, and things.
Jesus, the last time I was in jail in Paris, the cops
were beating up two people who were dressed
as nuns. I say, "Wow, I don't think I'm going to
come back here. I'm going to get another gig." I
had learned a little French by that time. Then,
like Blanche DuBois says, " I've always lived on
the kindness of strangers." Well, there are a lot
of ladies, if you've got your game half-way
together , who'll be kind. That kindness helped
me along awhile. Eventually, I began to work as a
reporte r-but as a French reporter, not as an
American reporter . I made a short film there
which won a prize. Little by little I made my way.
Loeb: Tell me about the fi lm that you made in
Paris.

van Peebles: It was just another short. I worked
a bit as an extra here and there. Then I found
out that a French writer had the right to bring
his own creation to the screen, to direct his own
work. I could not work my way through the
hierarchy of the French film industry. I couldn't
be a second assistant director, then the assistant, then a director, because I had no working
papers and you couldn't do any of those functions unless you had French citizensh ip.
However, you didn't have to have papers to
write or to paint or to act. Anything that's completely artistic, the French will give you the
freedom to do. So I wrote a number of novels.
Now after I had about four novels and had been
working as a French journalist, and so forth, 1
went to the French Cinema Center and applied
for a director' s card. They said, "Why a
director's card?" I said, "A French writer has the
right to a director' s card. I write in French.
Therefore, I'm a French writer." The question is,
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what does "French writer" mean? I had plotted
this move. I cased the old cinema building like
you do a bank. I found out when people would
have coffee, and everyth ing. Then I thought,
"What would be the best psychological time to
go?" If you go too early, the guy wou ld be halfawake in a bad mood. If you go rig ht before
their coffee break, they're probably in a rush
and don't want to be bothered . If you go too
close to lunch, they don't want to be bothered .
After lunch they're sleepy. I determ ined that
my best shot was right after coffee break
because the coffee break was a new institutio n
in France at the time, and people felt like they
had gotten away with something by going to
coffee break, and I said, "That will be the time I'll
take the shot." So I went and watched until he
came back from coffee break. The clerk came
back from coffee break and went in. There was
a long pause. He said, "Yeah, OK," and barn, he
stamped it. That was in 1965. Then, never to be
someone to back down, I went and applied for
one of the grants, one of the French grants for
feature films . "You're applying for a grant?"
"Yeah, I've got a French director' s card, I'm a
French writer, and I'm applying for a grant." I
hoped I might get seven grand or ten grand or
somethi ng-seed money- but they gave me
seventy thousand dollars. I fainted . Then I put
some people together and I made this film, The
story of the Three-Dav Pass. Then I came back
to the States as one of the French delegates to
the San Francisco Film Festival. No one knew I
was black. They didn't even know I was an
American . The people were very gracious and I
had a great time. This is very interesting, you
see, because no black had made a feature film
since about 1932. They were going to get

around to us as soon as we learned to
manipulate the difficult equipment- you know,
the general bullshit. And all these films were being made about the sad plight of lost boundaries, whatever. Nice liberal films. Nobody felt
liberal enough to give anybody a job. so I was an
immense embarrassm ent at that time to the industry-the only black American director is a
French director, or something. There were a lot
of interesting articles written at the time. Then
the rush was on for the Great Black Hope. They
could not tolerate an American black director
working in France, which was what I had hoped
would happen. I had job offers, but I refused,
because if I had taken a job offer, I would be the
only one who would manage to break through .
At that time, I felt I would have been used.
"Melvin is special," they would say. He's a super
genius, and as soon as the rest of you arrive at
this stage, then you can have the job, also." So I
came back to New York on my way to Europe,
and I stopped and started working for a ballet
company, for the Rebekah Harkness Ba Ilet Company. I can't even dance, and I was writing a
ballet for them. What can I tell you? Anyway,
Hollywood suddenly did find qualified people.
One was Gordon Parks and another was Ossie
Davis. Both of these gentlemen are very nice,
quite a bit older than I am, and had been trying
for the longest time to break into the thing and
had not gotten a shot. That's how they got in.
Meanwhile, there was a continual offer for me
to work. And I finally said, "OK, I'll do it in
Hollywood itself, not on location." And that was
watermelon Man. so I made watermelon
Man in Hollywood, which I thought was another
step forward. I was able to get a bunch of disenfranchised people into the industry. That was
another of my conditions.

Loeb: How did watermelon Man do?
van Peebles: Originally, it was: "Gee, it will
never go, impossible," and so forth. And it did
quite well. Now it's become a staple of late night
television . Once a month, somewhere, they're
showing watermelon Man. I get my little
checks sent to me. All my stuff has seemed to
turn out like that. At the time, I thought we
were only flitting around the edges.
Loeb: Talk about watermelon Man a little.
van Peebles: I didn't write watermelon Man . I
only directed it and composed the music.

Loeb: Who wrote it?
van Peebles: A fellow named Herman Roucher.
He went on to write The summer of '42.
Loeb: What's it about?
van Peebles: It's about a rather obnoxious
white guy who discovers one night that he's
turned black. We look at how his life changes,
what happens to him with his wife and kids, etc.
There was one change I made in the movie,
however. In the original script, the guy wakes up
and finds it is all a bad dream like an old 194O's
blarney movie. I kept him black, I didn't have him
wake up white. I thought that was a cop out.

Loeb: I sense that authorship for you is as a
writer, in that you made a point of mentioning
that you did not write that movie.

van Peebles: No, I don't care. Implicit in your
question was a certain: "How did my mind happen to arrive at that point?" It didn't work that
way. It was somebody else's material.
Loeb: Was it an original story? Was it from a
book?

van Peebles: Just an original
Loeb: How was Roucher to work with?
van Peebles: It didn't work with him. Ijust took
the script. Godfrey Cambridge was in it, and
Estelle Parsons.

Loeb: Cambridge was a funny man.
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van Peebles: He had an immense weight prob-

lem. If he had a glass of water, he'd gain five
pounds. What killed him was that he had to keep
losing weight.

Loeb: You were brough t up in Chicago, born in
Chicago?

van Peebles: Yes.
Loeb: Where did you live?
van Peebles: south Side.
Loeb: How long did you stay in Chicago?
van Peebles: 'Til '49, when I was sixteen.
Loeb: Tell me a little about the life in Chicago.
van Peebles: I never talk about that. I find that
when you're black, the overrid ing factor of being black really negates any of the other
generalities of where you were born or how
much money your parents did or didn't have or
how many times you were in and out of prison.
Those things are really of such minute importance against the overall factor of the pigmentation of your skin. What also has been my
observation is that if you're black and you
haven 't arrived, you stay just that, black. Period.
When you do get somewhere, there's a scramble on to find some genesis in your background
which could explain a reason for your genius or
your specialness. so therefo re, you can then be
used as a symbol to intimid ate the rest of the
proleta riat with the bullsh it-"Yes , but you see,
he came from this special circumstance, and
theref ore .... " The best way to deal with that is
not to deal with it at all.
Loeb: You know, I am trying to understand you
a little more- not the blackness, just the life.

van Peebles: There's nothin g else to under-

stand.

Loeb: Blackness is the life?
van Peebles: Uh-huh. I mean, if I go to get a cab
out here, I have to get the doorm an or someone
else to stop the fucking cab.
Loeb: It's still like that?
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van Peebles: Yeah, the cab doesn 't stop.
Loeb: I'm Jewish. I can feel the possibility of

resistance, of rejection. It doesn 't take much to
find it. But if I don't say that I'm Jewish, I can live
more easily. The black man has pigme ntation
and can't escape it. Does my reference enable
me to understand?

van Peebles: I didn't say you can't understand
it. I'm just saying, "That's what it is." There's
nothin g special. I mean, people retrea t into this
when they say white people can't understand.
Bullshit. You can understand. But my theory is
very simple. If a guy steps on my feet and I say,
"Get off," it's not a book he needs, it's a brick.
one of the interes ting factors, one of the immense coups of racism, is that it's so allpervading, so large, that the people who are being discriminated against begin feeling bad
about themselves. "How have we failed?" they
ask. For example, during Nazi Germany, there
were times at the earlier part of the Nazi movement when Jews would be standing there yelling with the Nazis. They become a part of the
thing. Racism is not just indigenous to America.
You see, what's also very interes ting is that
we're very provincial here, as are most people .
What Americans often think is that it's exclusively a black question. They think only of the
black-white relationship. I've seen the same
thing happen in Europe. I was sitting in a bar in
Holland once.A guy says, "I really don't like them.
They carry knives, they smell bad, they don't
work, they want to fuck our girls." I leaned over
to the guy and said, "Who?" He said, "The Indonesians." It was the same rap. The northe rn Italians
say the same things about the southe rn Italians.
The French upper class say the same things
about the French lower class. Human beings are
generally shit. The Watusis give it to the Bantus.
The despairing thing is when you see the whole
thing in perspe ctive-o h, wow, the size of it!
That does not mean that you acquiesce to the
injustice. I'm not saying that at all. On the other
hand, you don't let it strain your percep tion of
reality. For example, it's only within the last year
that they got a black quarte rback. Why?
Because the quarte rback was supposed to be
the brains that ran the team. They had all these
other black athlete s-mak e them halfbacks,
fullbacks, but not quarterbacks. The benign
racism. Think about it.

Loeb: Let me ask you about the theater. You've
done a lot of work in the theater. You did Ain't
supposed to Die a Natural Death. As a
creative man, do you find it difficult to move
between theater and film?

van Peebles: Yeah, they're completely dif-

ferent mediums. The music is one thing.
Theater's another thing. The novel is another,
again, as is film. My thought was that after
sweetback, I could not pull that same scam
twice. I did not want to repeat and fail. The production of sweetback was facilitate d by my
promise to many of my benefactors of a two
for one pay-back. The contradi ction is that they
could feel liberal by helping me, and they could
have their racist theories vindicated by my
failure. But I didn't fail. I paid everybody back.
And rather than getting happy, a lot of people
got twisted out of shape by it. A clear indication
of how much real confidence people had in me
is that I own the film completely. Nobody would
take an equity position. Everyone would want
to charge me just exorbita nt interest rates, or
no interest rates, depending on the person. But
no one would take a profit position. Please
understand the implication of that. It's like
when you're running track. You're running along
and you look like a klutz, and you're back in
the pack. Nobody bothers to give you any cleats
or any elbows until you get out in front and you
really start going. When you do get out there,
you better stay out front because if they catch
you, you've had it. so I realized that they'd be
laying for me to come back that way. So, I
thought the next thing I'd like to do was to
make it possible for other black artists, black
film people, to practice their craft. You don't
really get to learn enough in a single movie experience because it's over so quickly. sweetback made it economically viable for a new
genre of movies to be done. sweetback
started what they call the black exploitat ion
film. And it started a whole generati on of
talent. I made black viable commercially, which
is the name of the game when you're working in
a capitalist society. Forget the moral of this and
that. Just make it commercially viable. OK, so I
thought that I would go ahead and do that in
the theater.

Loeb:And?
van Peebles: I wrote the play Ain't supposed

to Die a Natural Death. I wrote the words, the

book, the music, the whole thing . I put the
whole thing together and put it on Broadway. It
was one of the ten best plays of the year in 1971
or 1972. It was nominate d for seven Tonys.
Don't Play us Cheap, which I did right after
that, was nominate d for a couple of Tonys, a
couple of Gram mys. What really was interestin g
following that was that black shows started
coming to Broadway. Now the first ones didn't
do that well. I couldn't understand why, because
they were good shows and they were light. It
was buying habits-t he black buying habits. I
was aware of those buying habits, but the other
producers weren't. Then what I did was form a
company with my secretary called Wiz Group
Sales, to bring our audience into the theater in
groups, theater groups. The first show I took on
was, of course, The Wiz, which was failing. It
became an immense success, partly because of
my coming in and partly because of other
things. But the group-booking idea helped a lot.

Loeb: What do you mean by buying habits?
van Peebles: Blacks were not used to buying
hard tickets in advance. They are impulse
buyers. James Brown and Bob Dylan both sell
out when they come to New York. Bob Dylan
would sell out three days after the tickets went
on sale. James Brown would sell out the night of
the show.

Loeb: Certainly the ticket cost is higher, the
Broadway ticket price.

van Peebles: It had nothing to do with that. It

was the buying habits which would not allow a
produce r to know how his show was doing. He
always has to wait for that last minute push at
the box office.

Loeb: Why weren't blacks buying in advance?
van Peebles: It was just an acquired taste. And
many were not in the habit of going to Broadway. There had been very little on Broadway
that concerned us. I solved it with my show
because I had this large following from my
other works. I'd say, "Look, don't do it like that.
Get a group of twenty-fi ve, so then you can get
a discount and you can all sit together ." He'd
say, "Ah, I didn't know we can work it like that."
They're just as economically minded as the rest.
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"Get yourself a theater party, get yourself a
bus, come in from Philly," and so forth .

Loeb: Where did you go to college?

Loeb: Did you deal with Harlem?

crap?

van Peebles: Everywhere. That's why I say that
it has nothing to do with artistry. It's just good,
old, hack business sense.

Loeb: People ask me all the time.

Loeb: But you're an artist, aren't you? Now,

Loeb: I tell them.

don't type me, either, as the aesthete that
comes from the film school.

van Peebles: That's your choice.

van Peebles: I haven't the slightest idea what

Loeb: What's the most relevant thing to you?

you mean.

van Peebles: so what do you do?

The most important thing?

Loeb: OK, talk about your art.
van Peebles: Again, that's one of those things I
never give any thought to. Once I was standing
on a stage and somebody said to me, "You are a
playwright ." Am I? I never said that. I just don't
work from that end of the stick. Yeah, maybe
I'm an artist. That's really for you to say.

van Peebles: The most important thing? I'd
probably say women.
Loeb: OK, talk a little about women. What kind
of women move you? What kind of women
threaten you?

lkiru, the one about the guy who had cancer. I
liked City Lights by Chapl in. I liked star wars. I
liked Amarcord. I liked La cage Aux Foiles.

van Peebles: women don't move me or
threaten me. women are just like men, as far as
I'm concerned. They've got to shape up and do
the job. "Well, fine, if you don't do it, out the
door." I have probably not had the luxury of
contempla ting the relevancy of life, and so
forth. I'm just facing the problem of being too
lazy to work and too nervous to steal. That has
its own difficulty. I wish I could come up with a
scam that allows me to survive. I th ink one of
the important factors in my life is my big
mouth, and knowing that, I have learned to
avoid situations that could get me in trouble or
to stop a couple of steps before the situation
overcomes me.

Loeb: What about books? I see Ragtime up

Loeb: You're very cautious.

Loeb: Well, what's an artist to you?
van Peebles: I never think about it.
Loeb: Let me ask you in another way. Who
moves you? What other people who are writing
and directing and making ideas are you touched
by?

van Peebles: I don't know. I liked Kurosawa's

there on your shelf. Did you like Ragtime?

van Peebles:

liked Ragtime. 1 liked Interviews with A vampire. I liked Shogun. They're
all over the place. A.E. Housman's Shropshire
1

Lad.

Loeb: Tell me about your education. You've got
a Bachelor's Degree in Literature.

van Peebles: Yeah. I went to school and they
were always going to throw me out of school,
but I managed to get through.
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van Peebles: Why do we have to discuss all that

van Peebles: That's exactly what I'm explaining-the cautiousness.
Loeb: When was the last time you weren't
cautious? When was the last time you paid the
price?

van Peebles: I can't remember . It's got to be
twenty years. No, more than that. It doesn't
mean I haven't been in trouble many times
since then, but consciously I've been careful
since I was about thirteen, though it hasn't

done me any good. I still manage to be in the exciting place or the wrong place at the right time.

Loeb: You were married?
van Peebles: Yeah.
Loeb: Have you been married more than once?
van Peebles: No.
Loeb: How are your kids? Do you have good relationships with them?

van Peebles: Yes, I've raised my son, and my

daughter , also. She graduate d from college in
economics. She works with me in the office. My
son works for the Bureau of the Budget for New
York City. He got a degree from Columbia
University in economics.

Loeb: That's an interesti ng thing, isn't it, being

a father? Did you change your style? Were you
more conscious of providing an example?

van Peebles: I rememb er when my son and I

would go out. I'd call a young lady and tell her I'd
be bringing him. She'd say, " That's OK." So I'd
put him under one arm, pack him up, and away
we'd go.

Loeb: I know with my daughter , I can feel the

tension . I may be cool over here, but when it
comes to my daughter , it's not as easy as I'd like
· to think it could be.

van Peebles: I never had that problem .
Loeb: You never got married again . Do you
want to get married again?

van Peebles: No, it's a poor business deal. It

makes you economically vulnerable in a way you
shouldn' t be. It's just a deal. You 've got this big
deal hanging over your head. One of us is going
to have to machine gun out, and I'd prefer it to
be me.

Loeb: we were talking about a very active time

for you, in the early Seventies. There were two
plays, two movies, in that period. What is happening to you now? Do you feel the pressure of
those films, the anxiety of having another
sweetback that you want to do?

van Peebles: Yeah : I mean, I would desperately
like to do sweetback Part II, but I rememb er
somethin g from catcher in the Rye, where
Holden Caulfield's teacher is saying, "You know,
anybody can die nobly for a cause. The real t~ick
is living day by day for that cause." I spent nine
years eating shit in France. I started off as a beggar. You've got to look at the whole, long
perspective. Every other morning when I shave,
I'm a rich man. I mean that. I used to have to
shave with a razor blade in cold water. Just the
blade not even a handle. I worked up to a handle. I ~orked up to soap and water. Jesus Christ.
There were times when if the cops had dropped
me in the river twenty years ago, there wasn't
anybody to say good-bye. Now I'd even get an
obituary. I look out at the film industry, at some
of the people there, and I know I made it possible for them to exist. When it's time, it might all
come out. 1mean, it's happening now. Sweetback, for example, has been invited to the
Australia n Film Festival, the London Film
Festival, the Dutch Film Festival, and they're
trying to get it for a festival in France. Those
people refused to say I existed before. Possession, they say, is nine-tent hs of the law. I say, survival is ten-tenth s of the law. I'm still here. I'll be
forty-eig ht this month. What the heck. It's terrible. It's an abomina tion that someone of my
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status cannot move in the normal circles in the
normal way. Sometimes I wonder what would
happen if I were white ... but that sixty cents will
get me a subway token. If you understand the
larger forces, then you're OK. I can always
recamp and abdicate and go out and do
something else. But if you can't stand the heat
of the oven, get out of the kitchen, even if the
heat is unjust. Many times people come to me
and talk about their own hopes and say, "I know
I'm going to get over because I'm going to work
hard and give it all I've got." That's just dog shit.
That's just opening arguments. We've been
made to believe that good always rises to the
top. Gauguin was maybe a great painter, but his
brothe r was a banker, which didn't hurt
anythin g. van Gogh's brother had a lot of bread.
Monet and all of those people, too. Louis Malle
comes from one of the fortune s of France.
Truffau t was not a poor boy, nor Godard. Each
one of these people had an economic backing
that allowed their talent to flourish. I believe
that many other talents are not allowed to
flourish. OK, so you just understand that and
deal with it and make it work. Yeah, it's terrible,
the anxiety you talk about. You have to be
aware of the situation. When I go to a party and I
know that I'm leaving the party and my friend,
the hostess, says, "Stay," I say, "Look, if I don't
go now, I ain't going to get a cab." "Oh, Melvin." I
say, "Well, you can hire a limo to come around
and I can stay as long as rwantto , or I'm leaving."
No big problem . I'm not going to be
manipulated by his or her view of the universe,
because I've got my reality.

Loeb: If you were white, what kind of mobility
would you have? What would you be able to do?

van Peebles: Well, you see, what makes a deal

work in this business is just that last little inch of
getting over. It would seem more correct,
somehow, to define the answer in terms of the
ability to do a thing. You have to understand
the subconscious racism involved. It's more difficult to make the financial move, that's all. I
mean, Hal Prince has his group of financiers, or
Bob Fosse. But the traditio nal group of financiers is the largely Jewish, garmen t-distric t
angels of Broadway. Somehow, it just doesn't
seem right to back the schwarze, huh? Well,
those angels are more or less closed to me. Not
by an overt racism. They'd be happy to have me
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home, and everything. It just doesn't seem as
natural when it comes to deal-making. And
when you're making a deal, when you're going
for millions of dollars ... you don't understand.
There's a funny feeling about it.

Loeb: What about Hollywood?
van Peebles: A plantat ion-Hol lywood 's a plan-

tation. Instead of saying, "Yassuh, boss," you
say, "Yassuh, J.B." It's the same fucking thing:
"Gee, something about this seems familiar ." I
mean, it is a plantation.

Loeb: My father was a screenwriter, and from

his view, if it was a plantation, the slave was the
writer. The writer was always the least
respected.

van Peebles: The writer was the field slave, but
you've got house slaves, and so forth.
Loeb: What's it like to direct a Hollywood pic-

ture? Tell me about how you perceived the process.

van Peebles: It's being a house mother , a den

mother . It depends on logistics. I usually get
along very, very well with my crews. I never had
any problems. I tell them what I want, how we do
it, and that's it. You 've got to be able to back it
up with technical knowledge, also.

Loeb: Where did you get that?
van Peebles: The school of hard knocks.
Loeb: What do you find most interesting about

it? The editing , to me, for exampl e, is
fascinating.

van Peebles: That's my favorite part.
Loeb: Yeah, structu ring it, reconstructing it.
van Peebles: Yeah, I don't know if it's
reconst ructing it because I don't usually change
alot.
Loeb: It's a complex, technical journey you're

taking in filmmaking. How do you explain it? If
someone wants to get a sense of what you're
really about when you're directin g a film, what
do you tell them?

van Peebles: 1don't.
Loeb: Is it impossible?
van Peebles: I don't try and deal with it. This is
what I do, and these guys stand over here, and I
tell them what to do. How do you play a piano?
Well, there are these keys, and you're supposed
to hold your wrists like this. That's all I know.

Loeb: Some of it is more than stuffing, though.
That stuffing fills the psyche, doesn't it?

van Peebles: Absolutely, but still, that's what it
is.

Loeb: What kind of stuffing is it? I'm trying to
get some of your brain power on that.

what you're doing now. Tell me a little about
what you 're doing now.

van Peebles: I don't do that. I really don't look
at it that way. I mean, I'm writing it now, and I've
won an award . A guy came to me one night
describing this show he wanted. I said, "Oh you
mean The Waltons in blackface." He said, "Well,
yes, that's sort of what we had in mind." So I
said, "OK, how many handkerchiefs do you
want? Do you want four handkerchiefs? OK. I'll
write a story where the grandmothe r gets
some incurable disease and her little nephew
keeps them going." And if I do it well, it'll get the
Christians and Jews Award, the Christopher
Award, whatever. I have to stop now. I've got to
do some business.

van Peebles: I just sold something . It's very

Loeb: Thank you .

Loeb: You 're a survivor. You're a musician, a
playwright, a film director.
van Peebles: I'm diversified. Therefore, it
makes me stronger.

Loeb: What do you care about the most?
van Peebles: Winning.
Loeb: On the phone you were talking about

transitory. I sold a couple of big television shows
and everybody's jumping up and down. William
Morris says, "Oh, great!" And I probably sold
another when I flew out to California, and
they're all happy and wonderful.

Loeb: You 're handled by William Morris?
van Peebles: Yes, William Morris is my agent
for television.

Loeb: Talk about television a little. If anything
has given the black man exposure, it's TV. The
medium has changed our culture, and I can't get
a grasp of it.
van Peebles: I cant, either.
Loeb: Do you watch it?
van Peebles: Yes.
Loeb: What do you think about it?
van Peebles: Television is a billboard . It's really
only stuffing for the commercials . That's what
it is. You've got to understand that.

van Peebles: I enjoyed it.

Feature credits
Director and screenwriter:

The story of a Three Day Pass ........ 1968
sweet sweetback's saadasssss song .. 1971
(producer, principal actor, and composer)

As Director:

watermelon Man (composer) ......... 1970
Theatre credits

Ain't supposed to Die a Natural Death . 1971
(playwright, music, and lyrics)

Don't Play us cheap . . . . .. .......... 1972
(playwright, music, lyrics,
producer, director)

Waltzofthestork . .......... . ..... 1981
(playwright, producer, directon
These credits reflect the best information readily available to
date.
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